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SHAKESPEARE  ONCE  MORE 

1868 

IT  may  be  doubted  whether  any  language  be 
rich  enough  to  maintain  more  than  one  truly  great 
poet,  —  and  whether  there  be  more  than  one  pe- 
riod, and  that  very  short,  in  the  life  of  a  language, 
when  such  a  phenomenon  as  a  great  poet  is  possi- 
ble. It  may  be  reckoned  one  of  the  rarest  pieces 
of  good-luck  that  ever  fell  to  the  share  of  a  race, 
that  (as  was  true  of  Shakespeare)  itsjnost  rhyth- 
mic genius,  its  acutest  intellect,  its  profoundest  im- 
agination, and  its  healthiest  understanding  should 
have  been  combined  in  one  man,  and  that  he  should 
have  arrived  at  the  full  development  of  his  powers  at 
the  moment  when  the  material  in  which  he  was  to 
work — that  wonderful  composite  called  English,  the 
best  result  of  the  confusion  of  tongues  —  was  in  its 
freshest  perfection.  The  English-speaking  nations 
should  build  a  monument  to  the  misguided  enthusi- 
asts of  the  Plain  of  Shinar ;  for,  as  the  mixture  of 
many  bloods  seems  to  have  made  them  the  most 
vigorous  of  modern  races,  so  has  the  mingling  of 
divers  speeches  given  them  a  language  which  is 
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perhaps  the  noblest  vehicle  of  poetic  thought  that 
ever  existed. 

Had  Shakespeare  been  born  fifty  years  earlier, 
he  would  have  been  cramped  by  a  book-language 
not  yet  flexible  enough  for  the  demands  of  rhyth- 
mic emotion,  not  yet  sufficiently  popularized  for 
the  natural  and  familiar  expression  of  supreme 
thought,  not  yet  so  rich  in  metaphysical  phrase  as 
to  render  possible  that  ideal  representation  of  the 
great  passions  which  is  the  aim  and  end  of  Art, 
not  yet  subdued  by  practice  and  general  consent  to 
a  definiteness  of  accentuation  essential  to  ease  and 
congruity  of  metrical  arrangement.  Had  he  been 
born  fifty  years  later,  his  ripened  manhood  would 
have  found  itself  in  an  England  absorbed  and  an- 
gry with  the  solution  of  political  and  religious  prob- 
lems, from  which  his  whole  nature  was  averse,  in- 
stead of  in  that  Elizabethan  social  system,  ordered 
and  planetary  in  functions  and  degrees  as  the  an- 
gelic hierarchy  of  the  Areopagite,  where  his  con- 
templative eye  could  crowd  itself  with  various  and 
brilliant  picture,  and  whence  his  impartial  brain  — 
one  lobe  of  which  seems  to  have  been  Normanly 
refined  and  the  other  Saxonly  sagacious  —  could 
draw  its  morals  of  courtly  and  worldly  wisdom,  its 
lessons  of  prudence  and  magnanimity.  In  estima- 
ting Shakespeare,  it  should  never  be  forgotten, 
that,  like  Goethe,  he  was  essentially  observer  and 
artist,  and  incapable  of  partisanship.  The  passions, 
actions,  sentiments,  whose  character  and  results 
he  delighted  to  watch  and  to  reproduce,  are  those 
of  man  in  society  as  it  existed ;  and  it  no  more 
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occurred  to  him  to  question  the  right  of  that  soci- 
ety to  exist  than  to  criticise  the  divine  ordination 
of  the  seasons.  His  business  was  with  men  as  they 
were,  not  with  man  as  he  ought  to  be,  —  with  the 
human  soul  as  it  is  shaped  or  twisted  into  character 
by  the  complex  experience  of  life,  not  in  its  abstract 
essence,  as  something  to  be  saved  or  lost.  During 
the  first  half  of  the  seventeenth  century,  the  centre 
of  intellectual  interest  was  rather  in  the  other 
world  than  in  this,  rather  in  the  region  of  thought 
and  principle  and  conscience  than  in  actual  life. 
It  was  a  generation  in  which  the  poet  was,  and  felt 
himself,  out  of  place.  Sir  Thomas  Browne,  our 
most  imaginative  mind  since  Shakespeare,  found 
breathing -room,  for  a  time,  among  the  "O  alti- 
tudines  /  "  of  religious  speculation,  but  soon  de- 
scended to  occupy  himself  with  the  exactitudes  of 
science.  Jeremy  Taylor,  who  half  a  century  ear- 
lier would  have  been  Fletcher's  rival,  compels  his 
clipped  fancy  to  the  conventual  discipline  of  prose, 
(Maid  Marian  turned  nun,)  and  waters  his  poetic 
wine  with  doctrinal  eloquence.  Milton  is  saved 
from  making  total  shipwreck  of  his  large-utteranced 
genius  on  the  desolate  Neman's  Land  of  a  religious 
epic  only  by  the  lucky  help  of  Satan  and  his  col- 
leagues, with  whom,  as  foiled  rebels  and  republicans, 
he  cannot  conceal  his  sympathy.  As  purely  poet, 
Shakespeare  would  have  come  too  late,  had  his  lot 
fallen  in  that  generation.  In  mind  and  tempera- 
ment too  exoteric  for  a  mystic,  his  imagination  could 
not  have  at  once  illustrated  the  influence  of  his 
epoch  and  escaped  from  it,  like  that  of  Browne ;  the 
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equilibrium  of  his  judgment,  essential  to  him  as  an 
artist,  but  equally  removed  from  propagandism, 
whether  as  enthusiast  or  logician,  would  have  un- 
fitted him  for  the  pulpit ;  and  his  intellectual  being 
was  too  sensitive  to  the  wonder  and  beauty  of  out- 
ward life  and  Nature  to  have  found  satisfaction,  as 
Milton's  could,  (and  perhaps  only  by  reason  of  his 
blindness,)  in  a  world  peopled  by  purely  imaginary 
figures.  We  might  fancy  him  becoming  a  great 
statesman,  but  he  lacked  the  social  position  which 
could  have  opened  that  career  to  him.  What  we 
mean  when  we  say  Shakespeare,  is  something  in- 
conceivable either  during  the  reign  of  Henry  the 
Eighth,  or  the  Commonwealth,  and  which  would 
have  been  impossible  after  the  Restoration. 

All  favorable  stars  seem  to  have  been  in  con- 
junction at  his  nativity.  The  Reformation  had 
passed  the  period  of  its  vinous  fermentation,  and  its 
clarified  results  remained  as  an  element  of  intel- 
lectual impulse  and  exhilaration ;  there  were  small 
signs  yet  of  the  acetous  and  putrefactive  stages 
which  were  to  follow  in  the  victory  and  decline  of 
Puritanism.  Old  forms  of  belief  and  worship  still 
lingered,  all  the  more  touching  to  Fancy,  perhaps, 
that  they  were  homeless  and  attainted ;  the  light  of 
sceptic  day  was  baffled  by  depths  of  forest  where 
superstitious  shapes  still  cowered,  creatures  of  im- 
memorial wonder,  the  raw  material  of  Imagination. 
The  invention  of  printing,  without  yet  vulgarizing 
letters,  had  made  the  thought  and  history  of  the 
entire  past  contemporaneous ;  while  a  crowd  of 
translators  put  eveiy  man  who  could  read  in  in- 
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spiring  contact  with  the  select  souls  of  all  the  cen- 
turies. A  new  world  was  thus  opened  to  intellect- 
ual adventure  at  the  very  time  when  the  keel  of 
Columbus  had  turned  the  first  daring  furrow  of 
discovery  in  that  unmeasured  ocean  which  still  girt 
the  known  earth  with  a  beckoning  horizon  of  hope 
and  conjecture,  which  was  still  fed  by  rivers  that 
flowed  down  out  of  primeval  silences,  and  still 
washed  the  shores  of  Dreamland.  Under  a  wise, 
cultivated,  and  firm-handed  monarch  also,  the  na- 
tional feeling  of  England  grew  rapidly  more  homo- 
geneous and  intense,  the  rather  as  the  womanhood 
of  the  sovereign  stimulated  a  more  chivalric  loyalty, 
—  while  the  new  religion,  of  which  she  was  the  de- 
fender, helped  to  make  England  morally,  as  it  was 
geographically,  insular  to  the  continent  of  Europe. 
She  was  in  a  higher  and  more  emphatic  sense  than 
now  the 

"  Create  Queene  of  seasiedged  isles." 

If  circumstances  could  ever  make  a  great  na- 
tional poet,  here  were  all  the  elements  mingled  at 
melting-heat  in  the  alembic,  and  the  lucky  mo- 
ment of  projection  was  clearly  come.  If  a  great 
national  poet  could  ever  avail  himself  of  circum- 
stances, this  was  the  occasion,  and,  fortunately, 
Shakespeare  was  equal  to  it.  Above  all,  we  may 
esteem  it  lucky  that  he  found  words  ready  to  his 
use,  original  and  untarnished,  types  of  thought 
whose  sharp  edges  were  unworn  by  repeated  im- 
pressions. In  reading  Hakluyt's  Voyages,  we  are 
almost  startled  now  and  then  to  find  that  even 
common  sailors  could  not  tell  the  story  of  their 
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wanderings  without  rising  to  an  almost  Odyssean 
strain  and  habitually  used  a  diction  that  we  should 
be  glad  to  buy  back  from  desuetude  at  any  cost. 
Those  who  look  upon  language  only  as  anatomists 
of  its  structure,  or  who  regard  it  as  only  a  means  of 
conveying  abstract  truth  from  mind  to  mind,  as 
if  it  were  so  many  algebraic  formulae,  are  apt  to 
overlook  the  fact  that  its  being  alive  is  all  that  gives 
it  poetic  value.  We  do  not  mean  what  is  technically 
called  a  living  language,  —  the  contrivance,  hollow 
as  a  speaking-trumpet,  by  which  breathing  and 
moving  bipeds,  even  now,  sailing  o'er  life's  solemn 
main,  are  enabled  to  hail  each  other  and  make 
known  their  mutual  shortness  of  mental  stores,  — 
but  one  that  is  still  hot  from  the  hearts  and  brains 
of  a  people,  not  hardened  yet,  but  moltenly  duc- 
tile to  new  shapes  of  sharp  and  clear  relief  in  the 
moulds  of  new  thought.  So  soon  as  a  language  has 
become  literary,  so  soon  as  there  is  a  gap  between 
the  speech  of  books  and  that  of  life,  the  language 
becomes,  so  far  as  poetry  is  concerned,  almost 
as  dead  as  Latin,  and  (as  in  writing  Latin  verses) 
a  mind  in  itself  essentially  original  becomes  in  the 
use  of  such  a  medium  of  utterance  unconsciously 
reminiscential  and  reflective,  lunar  and  not  solar, 
in  expression  and  even  in  thought.  For  words  and 
thoughts  have  a  much  more  intimate  and  genetic 
relation,  one  with  the  other,  than  most  men  have 
any  notion  of ;  and  it  is  one  thing  to  use  our  mother- 
tongue  as  if  it  belonged  to  us,  and  another  to  be 
the  puppets  of  an  overmastering  vocabulary.  "  Ye 
know  not,"  says  Ascham,  "what  hurt  ye  do  to 
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Learning,  that  care  not  for  Words,  but  for  Matter, 
and  so  make  a  Divorce  betwixt  the  Tongue  and 
the  Heart."  Lingua  Toscana  in  bocca  Romana 
is  the  Italian  proverb;  and  that  of  poets  should 
be,  The  tongue  of  the  people  in  the  mouth  of  the 
scholar.  I  imply  here  no  assent  to  the  early  theory, 
or,  at  any  rate,  practice,  of  Wordsworth,  who  con- 
founded plebeian  modes  of  thought  with-  rustic 
forms  of  phrase,  and  then  atoned  for  his  blunder  by 
absconding  into  a  diction  more  Latinized  than  that 
of  any  poet  of  his  century. 

Shakespeare  was  doubly  fortunate.  Saxon  by 
the  father  and  Norman  by  the  mother,  he  was 
a  representative  Englishman.  A  country  boy,  he 
learned  first  the  rough  and  ready  English  of  his 
rustic  mates,  who  knew  how  to  make  nice  verbs 
and  adjectives  curtsy  to  their  needs.  Going  up 
to  London,  he  acquired  the  lingua  aulica  precisely 
at  the  happiest  moment,  just  as  it  was  becoming, 
in  the  strictest  sense  of  the  word,  modern,  —  just 
as  it  had  recruited  itself,  by  fresh  impressments 
from  the  Latin  and  Latinized  languages,  with  new 
words  to  express  the  new  ideas  of  an  enlarging  in- 
telligence which  printing  and  translation  were  fast 
making  cosmopolitan,  —  words  which,  in  propor- 
tion to  their  novelty,  and  to  the  fact  that  the  mo- 
ther-tongue and  the  foreign  had  not  yet  wholly 
mingled,  must  have  been  used  with  a  more  exact 
appreciation  of  their  meaning.1  It  was  in  London, 
and  chiefly  by  means  of  the  stage,  that  a  thorough 

1  As  where  Ben  Jonson  is  able  to  say,  — 

"  Men  may  securely  sin,  but  safely  never." 
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amalgamation  of  the  Saxon,  Norman,  and  scholarly 
elements  of  English  was  brought  about.     Already, 
Puttenham,  in  his  "  Arte  of  English  Poesy,"  de- 
clares that  the  practice  of  the  capital  and  the  coun- 
try within  sixty  miles  of  it  was  the  standard  of 
correct  diction,  the  jus  et  norma  loguendi.     Al- 
ready Spenser  had  almost  re-created  English  poe- 
try,— and  it  is  interesting  to  observe,  that,  scholar 
as  he  was,  the  archaic  words  which  he  was  at  first 
over-fond  of  introducing  are  often  provincialisms 
of  purely  English  original.     Already  Marlowe  had 
brought  the  English  unrhymed  pentameter  (which 
had  hitherto  justified  but  half  its  name,  by  being 
always  blank  and  never  verse)  to  a  perfection  of 
melody,  harmony,  and  variety  which  has  never  been 
surpassed.     Shakespeare,  then,  found  a  language 
already  to  a  certain  extent  established,  but  not  yet 
fetlocked  by  dictionary  and  grammar  mongers,  a 
versification   harmonized,  but  which  had  not  yet 
exhausted  all  its  modulations,  nor  been  set  in  the 
stocks  by  critics  who  deal  judgment  on  refractory 
feet  that  will  dance  to  Orphean  measures  of  which 
their  judges  are  insensible.   That  the  language  was 
established  is  proved  by  its  comparative  uniformity 
as  used  by  the  dramatists,  who  wrote  for  mixed 
audiences,  as  well  as  by  Ben  Jonson's  satire  upon 
Marston's  neologisms  ;  that  it  at  the  same  time  ad- 
mitted foreign  words  to  the  rights  of  citizenship  on 
easier  terms  than  now  is  in  good  measure  equally 
true.     What  was  of  greater  import,  no  arbitrary 
line  had  been  drawn  between  high  words  and  low ; 
vulgar  then  meant  simply  what  was  common ;  poe- 


SHAKESPEARE    ONCE    MORE  & 

try  had  not  been  aliened  from  the  people  by  the 
establishment  of  an  Upper  House  of  vocables,  alone 
entitled  to  move  in  the  stately  ceremonials  of  verse, 
and  privileged  from  arrest  while  they  forever  keep 
the  promise  of  meaning  to  the  ear  and  break  it  to 
the  sense.  The  hot  conception  of  the  poet  had  no 
time  to  cool  while  he  was  debating  the  compara- 
tive respectability  of  this  phrase  or  that;  but  he 
snatched  what  word  his  instinct  prompted,  and  saw 
no  indiscretion  in  making  a  king  speak  as  his  coun- 
try nurse  might  have  taught  him.1  It  was  Waller 
who  first  learned  in  France  that  to  talk  in  rhyme 
alone  comported  with  the  state  of  royalty.  In  the 
time  of  Shakespeare,  the  living  tongue  resembled 
that  tree  which  Father  Hue  saw  in  Tartary,  whose 
leaves  were  languaged,  —  and  every  hidden  root  of 
thought,  every  subtilest  fibre  of  feeling,  was  mated 
by  new  shoots  and  leafage  of  expression,  fed  from 
those  unseen  sources  in  the  common  earth  of  human 
nature. 

The  Cabalists  had  a  notion,  that  whoever  found 
out  the  mystic  word  for  anything,  attained  to  abso- 
lute mastery  over  that  thing.  The  reverse  of  this 
is  certainly  true  of  poetic  expression  ;  for  he  who 
is  thoroughly  possessed  of  his  thought,  who  imag- 
inatively conceives  an  idea  or  image,  becomes  mas- 
ter of  the  word  that  shall  most  amply  and  fitly 
utter  it.  Heminge  and  Condell  tell  us,  accordingly, 

1  "  Vulgarem  locutionem  anpellanr.is  earn  qua  infantes  adsue- 
fiunt  ab  adsistentibus  cum  primitus  distinguere  voces  incipiunt : 
vel,  quod  brevius  dici  potest,  vulgarem  locutionem asserimus  quam 
tine  omni  regula,  nutricem  imitantes  accepimus.''  (Dantes,  de  Vulg> 
Eloquio,  Lib.  I.  cap.  i.) 
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that  there  was  scarce  a  blot  in  the  manuscriDts 
they  received  from  Shakespeare  ;  and  this  is  the 
natural  corollary  from  the  fact  that  such  an  im- 
agination as  his  is  as  unparalleled  as  the  force 
variety,  and  beauty  of  the  phrase  in  which  it  em- 
bodied  itself.1  I  believe  that  Shakespeare,  like 
all  other  great  poets,  instinctively  used  the  dialect 
which  he  found  current,  and  that  his  words  are  not 
more  wrested  from  their  ordinary  meaning  than 
followed  necessarily  from  the  unwonted  weight  of 
thought  or  stress  of  passion  they  were  called  on  to 
sustain.  He  needed  not  to  mask  familiar  thoughts 
in  the  weeds  of  unfamiliar  phraseology ;  for  the 
life  that  was  in  his  mind  could  transfuse  the  lan- 
guage of  every  day  with  an  intelligent  vivacity, 
that  makes  it  seem  lambent  with  fiery  purpose,  and 
at  each  new  reading  a  new  creation.  He  could  say 
with  Dante,  that  "  no  word  had  ever  forced  him  to 
say  what  he  would  not,  though  he  had  forced  many 
a  word  to  say  what  it  would  not,"  —  but  only  hi  the 

1  Gray,  himself  a  painful  corrector,  told  Nicholls  that  "  noth- 
ing was  done  so  well  as  at  the  first  concoction,"  —  adding,  as  a 
reason,  "  We  think  in  words."  Ben  Jonson  said,  it  was  a  pity 
Shakespeare  had  not  blotted  more,  for  that  he  sometimes  wrote 
nonsense,  —  and  cited  in  proof  of  it  the  verse, 

"  Caesar  did  never  wrong  but  with  just  cause." 
The  last  four  words  do  not  appear  in  the  passage  as  it  now  stands, 
and  Professor  Craik  suggests  that  they  were  stricken  oxit  in  con- 
sequence of  Jonson'  a  criticism.  This  is  very  probable ;  but  I 
suspect  that  the  pen  that  blotted  them  was  in  the  hand  of  Master 
Heminge  or  his  colleague.  The  moral  confusion  in  the  idea  was 
surely  admirably  characteristic  of  the  general  who  had  just  ac- 
complished a  successful  coup  d'etat,  the  condemnation  of  which  he 
would  fancy  that  he  read  in  the  face  of  every  honest  man  he  met, 
and  which  he  would  therefore  be  forever  indirectly  palliating. 


SHAKESPEARE   ONCE   MORE  11 

sense  that  the  mighty  magic  of  his  imagination  had 
conjured  out  of  it  its  uttermost  secret  of  power  or 
pathos.  When  I  say  that  Shakespeare  used  the 
current  language  of  his  day,  I  mean  only  that  he 
habitually  employed  such  language  as  was  univer- 
sally comprehensible,  —  that  he  was  not  run  away 
with  by  the  hobby  of  any  theory  as  to  the  fitness 
of  this  or  that  component  of  English  for  expressing 
certain  thoughts  or  feelings.  That  the  artistic 
value  of  a  choice  and  noble  diction  was  quite  as 
well  understood  in  his  day  as  in  ours  is  evident 
from  the  praises  bestowed  by  his  contemporaries 
on  Drayton,  and  by  the  epithet  "  well-languaged  " 
applied  to  Daniel,  whose  poetic  style  is  mainly  as 
modern  as  that  of  Tennyson ;  but  the  endless  ab- 
surdities about  the  comparative  merits  of  Saxon 
and  Norman-French,  vented  by  persons  incapable 
of  distinguishing  one  tongue  from  the  other,  were 
as  yet  unheard  of.  Hasty  generalizers  are  apt  to 
overlook  the  fact,  that  the  Saxon  was  never,  to  any 
great  extent,  a  literary  language.  Accordingly,  it 
held  its  own  very  well  in  the  names  of  common 
things,  but  failed  to  answer  the  demands  of  com- 
plex ideas,  derived  from  them.  The  author  of 
"  Piers  Ploughman  "  wrote  for  the  people,  —  Chau- 
cer for  the  court.  I  open  at  random  and  count 
the  Latin  l  words  in  ten  verses  of  the  "  Vision  " 
and  ten  of  the  "  Romaunt  of  the  Rose,"  (a  trans- 
lation from  the  French,)  and  find  the  proportion 
to  be  seven  in  the  former  to  five  in  the  latter. 

1  I  use  the  word  Latin  here  to  express  words  derived  either 
mediately  or  immediately  from  that  language. 
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The  organs  of  the  Saxon  have  always  been  un- 
willing and  stiff  in  learning  languages.  He  ac- 
quired only  about  as  many  British  words  as  we 
have  Indian  ones,  and  I  believe  that  more  French 
and  Latin  was  introduced  through  the  pen  and  the 
eye  than  through  the. tongue  and  the  ear.  For 
obvious  reasons,  the  question  is  one  that  must 
be  decided  by  reference  to  prose-writers,  and  not 
poets ;  and  it  is,  I  think,  pretty  well  settled  that 
more  words  of  Latin  original  were  brought  into  the 
language  in  the  century  between  1550  and  1650 
than  in  the  whole  period  before  or  since,  —  and  for 
the  simple  reason,  that  they  were  absolutely  need- 
ful to  express  new  modes  and  combinations  of 
thought.1  The  language  has  gained  immensely,  by 
the  infusion,  in  richness  of  synonyme  and  in  the 
power  of  expressing  nice  shades  of  thought  and 
feeling,  but  more  than  all  in  light-footed  polysylla- 
bles that  trip  singing  to  the  music  of  verse.  There 
are  certain  cases,  it  is  true,  where  the  vulgar  Saxon 
word  is  refined,  and  the  refined  Latin  vulgar,  in 
poetry,  —  as  in  sweat  and  perspiration  ;  but  there 
are  vastly  more  in  which  the  Latin  bears  the  bell. 
Perhaps  there  might  be  a  question  between  the  old 
English  again-rising  and  resurrection ;  but  there 
can  be  no  doubt  that  conscience  is  better  than  inwit, 


1  The  prose  of  Chaucer  (1390)  and  of  Sir  Thomas  Malory 
(translating  from  the  French,  1470)  is  less  Latinized  than  that  of 
Bacon,  Browne,  Taylor,  or  Milton.  The  glossary  to  Spenser's 
Shepherd's  Calendar  (1579)  explains  words  of  Teutonic  and  Ko- 
manic  root  in  about  equal  proportions.  The  parallel  but  inde- 
pendent development  of  Scotch  is  not  to  be  forgotten. 
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and  remorse  than  again-bite.  Should  we  translate 
the  title  of  Wordsworth's  famous  ode,  "  Intima- 
tions of  Immortality,"  into  "  Hints  of  Deathless- 
ness,"  it  would  hiss  like  an  angry  gander.  If,  in- 
stead of  Shakespeare's 

' '  Age  cannot  wither  her, 
Nor  custom  stale  her  infinite  variety,*' 

we  should  say,  "  her  boundless  manifoldness,"  the 
sentiment  would  suffer  in  exact  proportion  with  the 
music.  What  homebred  English  could  ape  the 
high  Roman  fashion  of  such  togated  words  as 

"  The  multitudinous  sea  incarnadine,"  — 

where  the  huddling  epithet  implies  the  tempest- 
tossed  soul  of  the  speaker,  and  at  the  same  time 
pictures  the  wallowing  waste  of  ocean  more  vividly 
than  the  famous  phrase  of  ^Eschylus  does  its  rip- 
pling sunshine  ?  Again,  sailor  is  less  poetical  than 
mariner,  as  Campbell  felt,  when  he  wrote, 

"  Ye  mariners  of  England," 

and  Coleridge,  when  he  chose 

"  It  was  an  ancient  mariner," 

rather  than 

"  It  was  an  elderly  seaman  " ; 

for  it  is  as  much  the  charm  of  poetry  that  it  sug- 
gest a  certain  remoteness  and  strangeness  as  fami- 
liarity ;  and  it  is  essential  not  only  that  we  feel  at 
once  the  meaning  of  the  words  in  themselves,  but 
also  their  melodic  meaning  in  relation  to  each 
other,  and  to  the  sympathetic  variety  of  the  verse. 
A  word  once  vulgarized  can  never  be  rehabilitated. 
We  might  say  now  a  buxom  lass,  or  that  a  cham- 
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bermaid  was  buxom,  but  we  could  not  use  the  term, 
as  Milton  did,  in  its  original  sense  of  bow  some,  — 
that  is,  lithe,  gracefully  bending.1 

But  the  secret  of  force  in  writing  lies  not  so 
much  in  the  pedigree  of  nouns  and  adjectives  and 
verbs,  as  in  having  something  that  you  believe  in 
to  say,  and  making  the  parts  of  speech  vividly  con- 
scious of  it.  It  is  when  expression  becomes  an  act 
of  memory,  instead  of  an  unconscious  necessity, 
that  diction  takes  the  place  of  warm  and  hearty 

1  I  believe  that  for  the  last  two  centuries  the  Latin  radicals  of 
English  have  been  more  familiar  and  homelike  to  those  who  use 
them  than  the  Teutonic.  Even  so  accomplished  a  person  as  Pro- 
fessor Craik,  in  his  English  of  Shakespeare,  derives  head,  through 
the  German  haupt,  from  the  Latin  caput  !  I  trust  that  its  geneal- 
ogy is  nobler,  and  that  it  is  of  kin  with  codum  tueri,  rather  than 
with  the  Greek  Kf<j>a\4,  if  Suidas  be  right  in  tracing  the  origin  of 
that  to  a  word  meaning  vacuity.  Mr.  Craik  suggests,  also,  that 
quick  and  wicked  may  be  etymologically  identical,  because  he  fan- 
cies a  relationship  between  busy  and  the  German  base,  though 
wicked  is  evidently  the  participial  form  of  A.  S.  wacan,  (German 
weichen,)  to  bend,  to  yield,  meaning  one  who  has  given  way  to  temp- 
tation, while  quick  seems  as  clearly  related  to  wegan,  meaning  to 
move,  a  different  word,  even  if  radically  the  same.  In  the  London 
Literary  Gazette  for  November  13,  1858,  I  find  an  extract  from 
Miss  Millington's  Heraldry  in  History,  Poetry,  and  Romance,  in 
which,  speaking  of  the  motto  of  the  Prince  of  Wales,  —  De  par 
Houmout  ich  diene,  —  she  says  :  "  The  precise  meaning  of  the  for- 
mer word  [Houmout]  has  not,  I  think,  been  ascertained."  The 
word  is  plainly  the  German  Hochmuth,  and  the  whole  would  read, 
De  par  (Aus)  Hochmuth  ich  diene, — "Out  of  magnanimity  I 
serve."  So  entirely  lost  is  the  Saxon  meaning  of  the  word  knave, 
(A.  S.  cnava,  German  knabe,)  that  the  name  navvie,  assumed  by 
railway-laborers,  has  been  transmogrified  into  navigator.  I  believe 
that  more  people  could  tell  why  the  month  of  July  was  so  called 
than  could  explain  the  origin  of  the  names  for  our  days  of  the 
week,  and  that  it  is  oftener  the  Saxon  than  the  French  words  in 
Chaucer  that  puzzle  the  modern  reader. 
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speech.  It  is  not  safe  to  attribute  special  virtues 
(as  Bosworth,  for  example,  does  to  the  Saxon)  to 
words  of  whatever  derivation,  at  least  in  poetry. 
Because  Lear's  "oak-cleaving  thunderbolts,"  and 
"  the  all-dreaded  thunder-stone  "  in  "  Cymbeline  " 
are  so  fine,  we  would  not  give  up  Milton's  Virgilian 
"  fulmined  over  Greece,"  where  the  verb  in  Eng- 
lish conveys  at  once  the  idea  of  flash  and  reverber- 
ation, but  avoids  that  of  riving  and  shattering.  In 
the  experiments  made  for  casting  the  great  bell 
for  the  Westminster  Tower,  it  was  found  that  the 
superstition  which  attributed  the  remarkable  sweet- 
ness and  purity  of  tone  in  certain  old  bells  to  the 
larger  mixture  of  silver  in  their  composition  had 
no  foundation  in  fact.  It  was  the  cunning  pro- 
portion in  which  the  ordinary  metals  were  balanced 
against  each  other,  the  perfection  of  form,  and  the 
nice  gradations  of  thickness,  that  wrought  the  mira- 
cle. And  it  is  precisely  so  with  the  language  of 
poetry.  The  genius  of  the  poet  will  tell  him  what 
word  to  use  (else  what  use  in  his  being  poet  at 
all  ?) ;  and  even  then,  unless  the  proportion  and 
form,  whether  of  parts  or  whole,  be  all  that  Art 
requires  and  the  most  sensitive  taste  finds  satis- 
faction in,  he  will  have  failed  to  make  what  shall 
vibrate  through  all  its  parts  with  a  silvery  unison. 
—  in  other  words,  a  poem. 

I  think  the  component  parts  of  English  were  in 
the  latter  years  of  Elizabeth  thus  exquisitely  pro- 
portioned one  to  the  other.  Yet  Bacon  had  no 
faith  in  his  mother-tongue,  translating  the  works 
on  which  his  fame  was  to  rest  into  what  he  called 
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"the  universal  language,"  and  affirming  that  "Eng- 
lish would  bankrupt  all  our  books."  He  was 
deemed  a  master  of  it,  nevertheless ;  and  it  is  cu- 
rious that  Ben  Jonson  applies  to  him  in  prose  the 
same  commendation  which  he  gave  to  Shakespeare 
in  verse,  saying,  that  he  "performed  that  in  our 
tongue  which  may  be  compared  or  preferred  either 
to  insolent  Greece  or  haughty  Rome, " ;  and  he 
adds  this  pregnant  sentence :  "  In  short,  within  his 
view  and  about  his  time  were  all  the  wits  born  that 
could  honor  a  language  or  help  study.  Now  things 
daily  fall :  wits  grow  downwards,  eloquence  grows 
backwards."  Ben  had  good  reason  for  what  he 
said  of  the  wits.  Not  to  speak  of  science,  of  Gali- 
leo and  Kepler,  the  sixteenth  century  was  a  spend- 
thrift of  literary  genius.  An  attack  of  inspiration 
in  a  family  might  have  been  looked  for  then  as 
scarlet-fever  would  be  now.  Montaigne,  Tasso,  and 
Cervantes  were  born  within  fourteen  years  of  each 
other;  and  in  England,  while  Spenser  was  still 
delving  over  the  propria  quce  maribus,  and  Raleigh 
launching  paper  navies,  Shakespeare  was  stretching 
his  baby  hands  for  the  moon,  and  the  little  Bacon, 
chewing  on  his  coral,  had  discovered  that  impen- 
etrability was  one  quality  of  matter.  It  almost 
takes  one's  breath  away  to  think  that  "  Hamlet " 
and  the  "  Novum  Organon  "  were  at  the  risk  of 
teething  and  measles  at  the  same  time.  But  Ben 
was  right  also  in  thinking  that  eloquence  had 
grown  backwards.  He  lived  long  enough  to  see 
the  language  of  verse  become  in  a  measure  tradi- 
tionary and  conventional.  It  was  becoming  so, 


SHAKESPEARE   ONCE  MORE  17 

partly  from  the  necessary  order  of  events,  partly 
because  the  most  natural  and  intense  expression  of 
feeling  had  been  in  so  many  ways  satisfied  and  ex- 
hausted, —  but  chiefly  because  there  was  no  man 
left  to  whom,  as  to  Shakespeare,  perfect  conception 
gave  perfection  of  phrase.  Dante,  among  modern 
poets,  his  only  rival  in  condensed  force,  says : 
"  Optimis  conceptionibus  optima  loquela  conveniet ; 
sed  optimse  conceptiones  non  possunt  esse  nisi  ubi 
scientia  et  ingenium  est ;  .  .  .  et  sic  non  omnibus 
versificantibus  optima  loquela  convenit,  cum  ple- 
rique  sine  scientia  et  ingenio  versificantur."  l 

Shakespeare  must  have  been  quite  as  well  aware 
of  the  provincialism  of  English  as  Bacon  was ;  but 
he  knew  that  great  poetry,  being  universal  in  its 
appeal  to  human  nature,  can  make  any  language 
classic,  and  that  the  men  whose  appreciation  is  im- 
mortality will  mine  through  any  dialect  to  get  at  an 
original  soul.  He  had  as  much  confidence  in  his 
home-bred  speech  as  Bacon  had  want  of  it,  and 
exclaims :  — 

"  Not  marble  nor  the  gilded  monuments 
Of  princes  shall  outlive  this  powerful  rhyme." 

He  must  have  been  perfectly  conscious  of  his 
genius,  and  of  the  great  trust  which  he  imposed 
upon  his  native  tongue  as  the  embodier  and  per- 
petuator  of  it.  As  he  has  avoided  obscurities  in 
his  sonnets,  he  would  do  so  a  fortiori  in  his  plays, 

1  De  Vvlgari  Eloquio,  Lib.  II.  cap.  i.  ad  finem.  I  quote  this 
treatise  as  Dante's,  because  the  thoughts  seem  manifestly  his : 
though  I  believe  that  in  its  present  form  it  is  an  abridgment  by 
some  transcriber,  who  sometimes  copies  textually,  and  sometimes 
substitutes  his  own  language  for  that  of  the  original. 
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both  for  the  purpose  of  immediate  effect  on  the 
stage  and  of  future  appreciation.  Clear  thinking 
makes  clear  writing,  and  he  who  has  shown  himself 
so  eminently  capable  of  it  in  one  case  is  not  to  be 
supposed  to  abdicate  it  intentionally  in  others. 
The  difficult  passages  in  the  plays,  then,  are  to  be 
regarded  either  as  corruptions,  or  else  as  phenom- 
ena in  the  natural  history  of  Imagination,  whose 
study  will  enable  us  to  arrive  at  a  clearer  theory 
and  better  understanding  of  it. 

While  I  believe  that  our  language  had  two  peri- 
ods of  culmination  in  poetic  beauty,  —  one  of  na- 
ture, simplicity,  and  truth,  in  the  ballads,  which 
deal  only  with  narrative  and  feeling,  —  another  of 
Art,  (or  Nature  as  it  is  ideally  reproduced  through 
the  imagination,)  of  stately  amplitude,  of  passion- 
ate intensity  and  elevation,  in  Spenser  and  the 
greater  dramatists,  —  and  that  Shakespeare  made 
use  of  the  latter  as  he  found  it,  I  by  no  means  in- 
tend to  say  that  he  did  not  enrich  it,  or  that  any 
inferior  man  could  have  dipped  the  same  words 
out  of  the  great  poet's  inkstand.  But  he  enriched 
it  only  by  the  natural  expansion  and  exhilaration 
of  which  it  was  conscious,  in  yielding  to  the  mas- 
tery of  a  genius  that  could  turn  and  wind  it  like  a 
fiery  Pegasus,  making  it  feel  its  life  in  every  limb. 
He  enriched  it  through  that  exquisite  sense  of  mu- 
sic, (never  approached  but  by  Marlowe,)  to  which 
it  seemed  eagerly  obedient,  as  if  every  word  said 
to  him, 

"  Bid  me  discourse,  I  will  enchant  thine  ear,"  — 

as  if  every  latent  harmony  revealed  itself  to  him 
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as  the  gold  to  Brahma,  when  he  walked  over  the 
earth  where  it  was  hidden,  crying,  "  Here  am  I, 
Lord  !  do  with  me  what  thou  wilt  !  "  That  he 
used  language  with  that  intimate  possession  of  its 
meaning  possible  only  to  the  most  vivid  thought  is 
doubtless  true  ;  but  that  he  wantonly  strained  it 
from  its  ordinary  sense,  that  he  found  it  too  poor 
for  his  necessities,  and  accordingly  coined  new 
phrases,  or  that,  from  haste  or  carelessness,  he  vio- 
lated any  of  its  received  proprieties,  I  do  not  be- 
lieve. I  have  said  that  it  was  fortunate  for  him 
that  he  came  upon  an  age  when  our  language  was 
at  its  best ;  but  it  was  fortunate  also  for  us,  be- 
cause our  costliest  poetic  phrase  is  put  beyond 
reach  of  decay  in  the  gleaming  precipitate  in  which 
it  united  itself  with  his  thought. 

That  the  propositions  I  have  endeavored  to  es- 
tablish have  a  direct  bearing  in  various  ways  upon 
the  qualifications  of  whoever  undertakes  to  edit 
the  works  of  Shakespeare  will,  I  think,  be  apparent 
to  those  who  consider  the  matter.  The  hold  which 
Shakespeare  has  acquired  and  maintained  upon 
minds  so  many  and  so  various,  in  so  many  vital 
respects  utterly  unsympathetic  and  even  incapable 
of  sympathy  with  his  own,  is  one  of  the  most  note- 
worthy phenomena  in  the  history  of  literature. 
That  he  has  had  the  most  inadequate  of  editors, 
that,  as  his  own  Falstaff  was  the  cause  of  the  wit, 
so  he  has  been  the  cause  of  the  foolishness  that  was 
in  other  men,  (as  where  Malone  ventured  to  dis- 
course upon  his  metres,  and  Dr.  Johnson  on  his 
imagination,)  must  be  apparent  to  every  one,  — 
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and  also  that  his  genius  and  its  manifestations  are 
so  various,  that  there  is  no  commentator  but  has 
been  able  to  illustrate  him  from  his  own  peculiar 
point  of  view  or  from  the  results  of  his  own  fa- 
vorite studies.  But  to  show  that  he  was  a  good 
common  lawyer,  that  he  understood  the  theory  of 
colors,  that  he  was  an  accurate  botanist,  a  master 
of  the  science  of  medicine,  especially  in  its  relation 
to  mental  disease,  a  profound  metaphysician,  and 
of  great  experience  and  insight  in  politics,  —  all 
these,  while  they  may  very  well  form  the  staple  of 
separate  treatises,  and  prove,  that,  whatever  the 
extent  of  his  learning,  the  range  and  accuracy  of 
his  knowledge  were  beyond  precedent  or  later  par- 
allel, are  really  outside  the  province  of  an  editor. 

I  doubt  if  posterity  owe  a  greater  debt  to  any 
two  men  living  in  1623  than  to  the  two  obscure 
actors  who  in  that  year  published  the  first  folio 
edition  of  Shakespeare's  plays.  But  for  them,  it 
is  more  than  likely  that  such  of  his  works  as  had 
remained  to  that  time  unprinted  would  have  been 
irrecoverably  lost,  and  among  them  were  "  Julius 
Csesar,"  "  The  Tempest,"  and  "  Macbeth."  But 
are  we  to  believe  them  when  they  assert  that  they 
present  to  us  the  plays  which  they  reprinted  from 
stolen  and  surreptitious  copies  "  cured  and  perfect 
of  their  limbs,"  and  those  which  are  original  in 
th  eir  edition  "  absolute  in  their  numbers  as  he 
[Shakespeare]  conceived  them "  ?  Alas,  we  have 
read  too  many  theatrical  announcements,  have  been 
taught  too  often  that  the  value  of  the  promise  was 
in  an  inverse  ratio  to  the  generosity  of  the  excla- 
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mation-marks,  too  easily  to  believe  that!  Nay, 
we  have  seen  numberless  processions  of  healthy 
kine  enter  our  native  village  unheralded  save  by 
the  lusty  shouts  of  drovers,  while  a  wretched  calf, 
cursed  by  stepdame  Nature  with  two  heads,  was 
brought  to  us  in  a  triumphal  car,  avant-couriered 
by  a  band  of  music  as  abnormal  as  itself,  and  an- 
nounced as  the  greatest  wonder  of  the  age.  If  a 
double  allowance  of  vituline  brains  deserve  such 
honor,  there  are  few  commentators  on  Shakespeare 
that  would  have  gone  afoot,  and  the  trumpets  of 
Messieurs  Heminge  and  Condell  call  up  in  our 
minds  too  many  monstrous  and  deformed  associa- 
tions. 

What,  then,  is  the  value  of  the  first  folio  as  an 
authority?  For  eighteen  of  the  plays  it  is  the 
only  authority  we  have,  and  the  only  one  also  for 
four  others  in  their  complete  form.  It  is  admitted 
that  in  several  instances  Heminge  and  Condell  re- 
printed the  earlier  quarto  impressions  with  a  few 
changes,  sometimes  for  the  better  and  sometimes 
for  the  worse  ;  and  it  is  most  probable  that  copies 
of  those  editions  (whether  surreptitious  or  not) 
had  taken  the  place  of  the  original  prompter's 
books,  as  being  more  convenient  and  legible.  Even 
in  these  cases  it  is  not  safe  to  conclude  that  all  or 
even  any  of  the  variations  were  made  by  the  hand 
of  Shakespeare  himself.  Some  of  the  quartos 
were  manifestly  printed  from  copies  furnished  by 
shorthand-writers  who  had  caught  the  play  from 
the  actor's  lips  more  or  less  fully  and  more  or  less 
correctly.  And  where  the  players  printed  from 
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manuscript,  is  it  likely  to  have  been  that  of  the  au- 
thor? The  probability  is  small  that  a  writer  so 
busy  as  Shakespeare  must  have  been  during  his 
productive  period  should  have  copied  out  their 
parts  for  the  actors  himself,  or  that  one  so  indiffer- 
ent as  he  seems  to  have  been  to  the  immediate  liter- 
ary fortunes  of  his  works  should  have  given  much 
care  to  the  correction  of  copies,  if  made  by  others. 
The  copies  exclusively  in  the  hands  of  Heminge 
and  Condell  were,  it  is  manifest,  in  some  cases, 
very  imperfect,  whether  we  account  for  the  fact  by 
the  burning  of  the  Globe  Theatre  or  by  the  neces- 
sary wear  and  tear  of  years,  and  (what  is  worthy 
of  notice)  they  are  plainly  more  defective  in  some 
parts  than  in  others.  "  Measure  for  Measure  "  is 
an  example  of  this,  and  we  are  not  satisfied  with 
being  told  that  its  ruggedness  of  verse  is  inten- 
tional, or  that  its  obscurity  is  due  to  the  fact  that 
Shakespeare  grew  more  elliptical  in  his  style  as  he 
grew  older.  Profounder  in  thought  he  doubtless 
became ;  though  in  a  mind  like  his,  we  believe  that 
this  would  imply  only  a  more  absolute  supremacy 
in  expression.  But,  from  whatever  original  we 
suppose  either  the  quartos  or  the  first  folio  to  have 
been  printed,  it  is  more  than  questionable  whether 
the  proof-sheets  had  the  advantage  of  any  revision 
other  than  that  of  the  printing-office.  Steevens 
was  of  opinion  that  authors  in  the  time  of  Shake- 
speare never  read  their  own  proof-sheets ;  and  Mr. 
Spedding,  in  his  recent  edition  of  Bacon,  comes 
independently  to  the  same  conclusion.1  We  may 
1  Vol.  iii.  p.  348,  note.  He  grounds  his  belief,  not  on  the  mi* 
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be  very  sure  that  Heminge  and  Condell  did  not,  as 
vicars,  take  upon  themselves  a  disagreeable  task 
which  the  author  would  have  been  too  careless  to 
assume. 

Nevertheless,  however  strong  a  case  may  be 
made  out  against  the  Folio  of  1623,  whatever  sins 
of  omission  we  may  lay  to  the  charge  of  Heminge 
and  Condell,  or  of  commission  to  that  of  the  prin- 
ters, it  remains  the  only  text  we  have  with  any 
claims  whatever  to  authenticity.  It  should  be  de- 
ferred to  as  authority  in  all  cases  where  it  does  not 
make  Shakespeare  write  bad  sense,  uncouth  metre, 
or  false  grammar,  of  all  which  I  believe  him  to 
have  been  more  supremely  incapable  than  any  other 
man  who  ever  wrote  English.  Yet  I  would  not 
speak  unkindly  even  of  the  blunders  of  the  Folio. 
They  have  put  bread  into  the  mouth  of  many  an 
honest  editor,  publisher,  and  printer  for  the  last 
century  and  a  half ;  and  he  who  loves  the  comic 
side  of  human  nature  will  find  the  serious  notes  of 
a  variorum  edition  of  Shakespeare  as  funny  read- 
ing as  the  funny  ones  are  serious.  Scarce  a  com- 
mentator of  them  all,  for  more  than  a  hundred 

printing  of  words,  but  on  the  misplacing  of  whole  paragraphs. 
I  was  struck  with  the  same  thing  in  the  original  edition  of  Chap- 
man's Biron's  Conspiracy  and  Tragedy.  And  yet,  in  compar- 
ing two  copies  of  this  edition,  I  have  found  corrections  which 
only  the  author  could  have  made.  One  of  the  misprints  which 
Mr.  Spedding  notices  affords  both  a  hint  and  a  warning  to  the 
conjectural  emendator.  In  the  edition  of  The  Advancement  of 
Learning  printed  in  1605  occurs  the  word  dusinesse.  In  a  later 
edition  this  was  conjectnrally  changed  to  business  ;  but  the  occur- 
rence of  vertigine  in  the  Latin  translation  enables  Mr.  Spedding 
to  orint  rightly,  dizziness. 
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years,  but  thought,  as  Alphonso  of  Castile  did  of 
Creation,  that,  if  he  had  only  been  at  Shakespeare's 
elbow,  he  could  have  given  valuable  advice  5  scarce 
one  who  did  not  know  off-hand  that  there  was  never 
a  seaport  in  Bohemia,  —  as  if  Shakespeare's  world 
were  one  which  Mercator  could  have  projected ; 
scarce  one  but  was  satisfied  that  his  ten  finger-tips 
were  a  sufficient  key  to  those  astronomic  wonders 
of  poise  and  counterpoise,  of  planetary  law  and 
cometary  seeming-exception,  in  his  metres  ;  scarce 
one  but  thought  he  could  gauge  like  an  ale-firkin 
that  intuition  whose  edging  shallows  may  have 
been  sounded,  but  whose  abysses,  stretching  down 
amid  the  sunless  roots  of  Being  and  Consciousness, 
mock  the  plummet ;  scarce  one  but  could  speak 
with  condescending  approval  of  that  prodigious 
intelligence  so  utterly  without  congener  that  our 
baffled  language  must  coin  an  adjective  to  qualify 
it,  and  none  is  so  audacious  as  to  say  Shakespearian 
of  any  other.  And  yet,  in  the  midst  of  one's  impa- 
tience, one  cannot  help  thinking  also  of  how  much 
healthy  mental  activity  this  one  man  has  been  the 
occasion,  how  much  good  he  has  indirectly  done  to 
society  by  withdrawing  men  to  investigations  and 
habits  of  thought  that  secluded  them  from  baser 
attractions,  for  how  many  he  has  enlarged  the 
circle  of  study  and  reflection ;  since  there  is  noth- 
ing in  history  or  politics,  nothing  in  art  or  science, 
nothing  in  physics  or  metaphysics,  that  is  not 
sooner  or  later  taxed  for  his  illustration.  This  is 
partially  true  of  all  great  minds,  open  and  sensi- 
tive to  truth  and  beauty  through  any  large  arc  of 
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their  circumference ;  but  it  is  true  in  an  unex- 
ampled sense  of  Shakespeare,  the  vast  round  of 
whose  balanced  nature  seems  to  have  been  equa- 
torial, and  to  have  had  a  southward  exposure  and 
a  summer  sympathy  at  every  point,  so  that  life,  so- 
ciety, statecraft,  serve  us  at  last  but  as  commen- 
taries on  him,  and  whatever  we  have  gathered  of 
thought,  of  knowledge,  and  of  experience,  con- 
fronted with  his  marvellous  page,  shrinks  to  a  mere 
foot-note,  the  stepping-stone  to  some  hitherto  inac- 
cessible verse.  We  admire  in  Homer  the  blind 
placid  mirror  of  the  world's  young  manhood,  the 
bard  who  escapes  from  his  misfortune  in  poems  all 
memory,  all  life  and  bustle,  adventure  and  picture  ; 
we  revere  in  Dante  that  compressed  force  of  life- 
long passion  which  could  make  a  private  experi- 
ence cosmopolitan  in  its  reach  and  everlasting  in 
its  significance  ;  we  respect  in  Goethe  the  Aristote- 
lian poet,  wise  by  weariless  observation,  witty  with 
intention,  the  stately  Geheimerrath  of  a  provincial 
court  in  the  empire  of  Nature.  As  we  study  these, 
we  seem  in  our  limited  way  to  penetrate  into  their 
consciousness  and  to  measure  and  master  their 
methods  ;  but  with  Shakespeare  it  is  just  the  other 
way ;  the  more  we  have  familiarized  ourselves  with 
the  operations  of  our  own  consciousness,  the  more 
do  we  find,  in  reading  him,  that  he  has  been  be- 
forehand with  us,  and  that,  while  we  have  been 
vainly  endeavoring  to  find  the  door  of  his  being, 
he  has  searched  every  nook  and  cranny  of  our  own. 
While  other  poets  and  dramatists  embody  isolated 
phases  of  character  and  work  inward  from  the  phe- 
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nomenon  to  the  special  law  which  it  illustrates,  he 
seems  in  some  strange  way  unitary  with  human 
nature  itself,  and  his  own  soul  to  have  Jjeen  the 
law  and  life-giving  power  of  which  his  creations 
are  only  the  phenomena.  We  justify  or  criticise 
the  characters  of  other  writers  by  our  memory  and 
experience,  and  pronounce  them  natural  or  unnat- 
ural ;  but  he  seems  to  have  worked  in  the  very  stuff 
of  which  memory  and  experience  are  made,  and 
we  recognize  his  truth  to  Nature  by  an  innate  and 
unacquired  sympathy,  as  if  he  alone  possessed  the 
secret  of  the  "ideal  form  and  universal  mould," 
and  embodied  generic  types  rather  than  individuals. 
In  this  Cervantes  alone  has  approached  him ;  and 
Don  Quixote  and  Sanchd,  like  the  men  and  women 
of  Shakespeare,  are  ,the  contemporaries  of  every 
generation,  because  they  are  not  products  of  an  ar- 
tificial and  transitory  society,  but  because  they  are 
animated  by  the  primeval  and  unchanging  forces 
of  that  humanity  which  underlies  and  survives  the 
forever-fickle  creeds  and  ceremonials  of  the  paro- 
chial corners  which  we  who  dwell  in  them  sublimely 
caU  The  World. 

That  Shakespeare  did  not  edit  his  own  works 
must  be  attributed,  I  suspect,  to  his  premature 
death.  That  he  should  not  have  intended  it  is 
inconceivable.  That  he  should  never  have  carried 
out  his  intention  seems  natural  enough,  if  we  con- 
sider that  he  alone  could  measure,  and  doubtless 
had  too  often  measured,  how  far  they  fell  short  of 
his  conception.  Is  there  not  something  of  self- 
consciousness  in  the  breaking  of  Prospero's  wand 
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and  burying  his  book,  —  a  sort  of  sad  prophecy, 
based  on  self-knowledge  of  the  nature  of  that  man 
who,  after  such  thaumaturgy,  could  go  down  to 
Stratford  and  live  there  for  years,  only  collecting 
his  dividends  from  the  Globe  Theatre,  lending 
money  on  mortgage,  and  leaning  over  his  gate  to 
chat  and  bandy  quips  with  neighbors  ?  His  mind 
had  entered  into  every  phase  of  human  life  and 
thought,  had  embodied  all  of  them  in  living  crea- 
tions ;  —  had  he  found  all  empty,  and  come  at  last 
to  the  belief  that  genius  and  its  works  were  as 
phantasmagoric  as  the  rest,  and  that  fame  was  as 
idle  as  the  rumor  of  the  pit  ?  However  this  may 
be,  his  works  have  come  down  to  us  in  a  condition 
of  manifest  and  admitted  corruption  in  some  por- 
tions, while  in  others  there  is  an  obscurity  which 
may  be  attributed  either  to  an  idiosyncratic  use  of 
words  and  condensation  of  phrase,  to  a  depth  of 
intuition  for  a  proper  coalescence  with  which  ordi- 
nary language  is  inadequate,  to  a  concentration  of 
passion  in  a  focus  that  consumes  the  lighter  links 
which  bind  together  the  clauses  of  a  sentence  or  of 
a  process  of  reasoning  in  common  parlance,  or  to  a 
sense  of  music  which  mingles  music  and  meaning 
without  essentially  confounding  them.  We  should 
demand  for  a  perfect  editor,  then,  first,  a  thorough 
&lossological  knowledge  of  the  English  contempo- 
rary with  Shakespeare ;  second,  enough  logical 
acuteness  of  mind  and  metaphysical  training  to 
enable  him  to  follow  recondite  processes  of  thought ; 
third,  such  a  conviction  of  the  supremacy  of  his 
author  as  always  to  prefer  his  thought  to  any  the- 


28  SHAKESPEARE   ONCE  MORE 

ory  of  his  own ;  fourth,  a  feeling  for  music,  and 
so  much  knowledge  of  the  practice  of  other  poets 
as  to  understand  that  Shakespeare's  versification 
differs  from  theirs  as  often  in  kind  as  in  degree ; 
fifth,  an  acquaintance  with  the  world  as  well  as 
with  books ;  and  last,  what  is,  perhaps,  of  more 
importance  than  all,  so  great  a  familiarity  with  the 
working  of  the  imaginative  faculty  in  general,  and 
of  its  peculiar  operation  in  the  mind  of  Shake- 
speare, as  will  prevent  his  thinking  a  passage  dark 
with  excess  of  light,  and  enable  him  to  under- 
stand fully  that  the  Gothic  Shakespeare  often  su- 
perimposed upon  the  slender  column  of  a  single 
word,  that  seems  to  twist  under  it,  but  does  not, 
—  like  the  quaint  shafts  in  cloisters,  —  a  weight  of 
meaning  which  the  modern  architects  of  sentences 
would  consider  wholly  unjustifiable  by  correct  prin- 
ciple. 

Many  years  ago,  while  yet  Fancy  claimed  that 
right  in  me  which  Fact  has  since,  to  my  no  small 
loss,  so  successfully  disputed,  I  pleased  myself  with 
imagining  the  play  of  Hamlet  published  under  some 
alias,  and  as  the  work  of  a  new  candidate  in  litera- 
ture. Then  I  played,  as  the  children  say,  that  it 
came  in  regular  course  before  some  well-meaning 
doer  of  criticisms,  who  had  never  read  the  original, 
(no  very  wild  assumption,  as  things  go,)  and  en- 
deavored to  conceive  the  kind  of  way  in  which  he 
would  be  likely  to  take  it.  I  put  myself  in  his 
place,  and  tried  to  write  such  a  perfunctory  notice 
as  I  thought  would  be  likely,  in  filling  his  column, 
to  satisfy  his  conscience.  But  it  was  a  tour  de 
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force  quite  beyond  my  power  to  execute  without 
grimace.  I  could  not  arrive  at  that  artistic  ab- 
sorption in  my  own  conception  which  would  enable 
me  to  be  natural,  and  found  myself,  like  a  bad 
actor,  continually  betraying  my  self-consciousness 
by  my  very  endeavor  to  hide  it  under  caricature. 
The  path  of  Nature  is  indeed  a  narrow  one,  and  it 
is  only  the  immortals  that  seek  it,  and,  when  they 
find  it,  do  not  find  themselves  cramped  therein. 
My  result  was  a  dead  failure,  —  satire  instead  of 
comedy.  I  could  not  shake  off  that  strange  accu- 
mulation which  we  call  self,  and  report  honestly 
what  I  saw  and  felt  even  to  myself,  much  less  to 
others. 

Yet  I  have  often  thought,  that,  unless  we  can  so 
far  free  ourselves  from  our  own  prepossessions  as 
to  be  capable  of  bringing  to  a  work  of  art  some 
freshness  of  sensation,  and  receiving  from  it  in 
turn  some  new  surprise  of  sympathy  and  admira- 
tion, —  some  shock  even,  it  may  be,  of  instinctive 
distaste  and  repulsion,  —  though  we  may  praise  or 
blame,  weighing  our  pros  and  cons  in  the  nicest 
balances,  sealed  by  proper  authority,  yet  we  shall 
not  criticise  in  the  highest  sense.  On  the  other 
hand,  unless  we  admit  certain  principles  as  fixed 
beyond  question,  we  shall  be  able  to  render  no 
adequate  judgment,  but  only  to  record  our  impres- 
sions, which  may  be  valuable  or  not,  according  to 
the  greater  or  less  ductility  of  the  senses  on  which 
they  are  made.  Charles  Lamb,  for  example,  came 
to  the  old  English  dramatists  with  the  feeling  of  a 
discoverer.  He  brought  with  him  an  alert  curios- 
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ity,  and  everything  was  delightful  simply  because 
it  was  strange.  Like  other  early  adventurers,  he 
sometimes  mistook  shining  sand  for  gold ;  but  he 
had  the  great  advantage  of  not  feeling  himself  re- 
sponsible for  the  manners  of  the  inhabitants  he 
found  there,  and  not  thinking  it  needful  to  make 
them  square  with  any  Westminster  Catechism  of 
aesthetics.  Best  of  all,  he  did  not  feel  compelled 
to  compare  them  with  the  Greeks,  about  whom  he 
knew  little,  and  cared  less.  He  took  them  as  he 
found  them,  described  them  in  a  few  pregnant  sen- 
tences, and  displayed  his  specimens  of  their  growth 
and  manufacture.  When  he  arrived  at  the  dram- 
atists of  the  Restoration,  so  far  from  being  shocked, 
he  was  charmed  with  their  pretty  and  unmoral 
ways ;  and  what  he  says  of  them  reminds  us  of 
blunt  Captain  Dampier,  who,  in  his  account  of  the 
island  of  Timor,  remarks,  as  a  matter  of  no  con- 
sequence, that  the  natives  "  take  as  many  wives  as 
they  can  maintain,  and  as  for  religion,  they  have 
none." 

Lamb  had  the  great  advantage  of  seeing  the 
elder  dramatists  as  they  were ;  it  did  not  lie  within 
his  province  to  point  out  what  they  were  not. 
Himself  a  fragmentary  writer,  he  had  more  sym- 
pathy with  imagination  where  it  gathers  into  the 
intense  focus  of  passionate  phrase  than  with  that 
higher  form  of  it,  where  it  is  the  faculty  that 
shapes,  gives  unity  of  design  and  balanced  gravita- 
tion of  parts.  And  yet  it  is  only  this  higher  form 
of  it  which  can  unimpeachably  assure  to  any  work 
the  dignity  and  permanence  of  a  classic ;  for  it 
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results  in  that  exquisite  something  called  Style, 
which,  like  the  grace  of  perfect  breeding,  every- 
where pervasive  and  nowhere  emphatic,  makes  it- 
self felt  by  the  skill  with  which  it  effaces  itself, 
and  masters  us  at  last  with  a  sense  of  indefinable 
completeness.  On  a  lower  plane  we  may  detect  it 
in  the  structure  of  a  sentence,  in  the  limpid  expres- 
sion that  implies  sincerity  of  thought;  but  it  is 
only  where  it  combines  and  organizes,  where  it 
eludes  observation  in  particulars  to  give  the  rarer 
delight  of  perfection  as  a  whole,  that  it  belongs  to 
art.  Then  it  is  truly  ideal,  the  forma  mentis 
ceterna,  not  as  a  passive  mould  into  which  the 
thought  is  poured,  but  as  the  conceptive  energy 
which  finds  all  material  plastic  to  its  preconceived 
design.  Mere  vividness  of  expression,  such  as 
makes  quotable  passages,  comes  of  the  complete 
surrender  of  self  to  the  impression,  whether  spir- 
itual or  sensual,  of  the  moment.  It  is  a  quality, 
perhaps,  in  which  the  young  poet  is  richer  than  the 
mature,  his  very  inexperience  making  him  more 
venturesome  in  those  leaps  of  language  that  startle 
us  with  their  rashness  only  to  bewitch  us  the  more 
with  the  happy  ease  of  their  accomplishment.  For 
this  there  are  no  existing  laws  of  rhetoric,  since  it 
is  from  such  felicities  that  the  rhetoricians  deduce 
and  codify  their  statutes.  It  is  something  which 
cannot  be  improved  upon  or  cultivated,  for  it  is 
immediate  and  intuitive.  But  this  power  of  ex- 
pression is  subsidiary,  and  goes  only  a  little  way 
toward  the  making  of  a  great  poet.  Imagination, 
where  it  is  truly  creative,  is  a  faculty,  and  not 
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a  quality ;  it  looks  before  and  after ;  it  gives  the 
form  that  makes  all  the  parts  work  together  har- 
moniously toward  a  given  end;  its  seat  is  in  the 
higher  reason,  and  it  is  efficient  only  as  a  servant  of 
the  will.  Imagination,  as  it  is  too  often  misunder- 
stood, is  mere  fantasy,  the  image-making  power, 
common  to  all  who  have  the  gift  of  dreams,  or 
who  can  afford  to  buy  it  in  a  vulgar  drug  as  De 
Quincey  bought  it. 

The  true  poetic  imagination  is  of  one  quality, 
whether  it  be  ancient  or  modern,  and  equally  sub- 
ject to  those  laws  of  grace,  of  proportion,  of  design, 
in  whose  free  service,  and  in  that  alone,  it  can  be- 
come art.  Those  laws  are  something  which  do  not 

"  Alter  when  they  alteration  find, 
And  bend  with  the  remover  to  remove. ' ' 

And  they  are  more  clearly  to  be  deduced  from  the 
eminent  examples  of  Greek  literature  than  from 
any  other  source.  It  is  the  advantage  of  this  select 
company  of  ancients  that  their  works  are  defecated 
of  all  turbid  mixture  of  contemporaneousness,  and 
have  become  to  us  pure  literature,  our  judgment 
and  enjoyment  of  which  cannot  be  vulgarized  by 
any  prejudices  of  time  or  place.  This  is  why  the 
study  of  them  is  fitly  called  a  liberal  education, 
because  it  emancipates  the  mind  from  every  narrow 
provinciality  whether  of  egotism  or  tradition,  and 
is  the  apprenticeship  that  every  one  must  serve 
before  becoming  a  free  brother  of  the  guild  which 
passes  the  torch  of  life  from  age  to  age.  There 
would  be  no  dispute  about  the  advantages  of  that 
Greek  culture  which  Schiller  advocated  with  such 


SHAKESPEARE   ONCE  MORE  33 

generous  eloquence,  if  the  great  authors  of  an- 
tiquity had  not  been  degraded  from  teachers  of 
thinking  to  drillers  in  grammar,  and  made  the 
ruthless  pedagogues  of  root  and  inflection,  instead 
of  companions  for  whose  society  the  mind  must  put 
on  her  highest  mood.  The  discouraged  youth  too 
naturally  transfers  the  epithet  'of  dead  from  the 
languages  to  the  authors  that  wrote  in  them.  What 
concern  have  we  with  the  shades  of  dialect  in 
Homer  or  Theocritus,  provided  they  speak  the 
spiritual  lingua  franca  that  abolishes  all  alienage 
of  race,  and  makes  whatever  shore  of  time  we  land 
on  hospitable  and  homelike  ?  There  is  much  that 
is  deciduous  in  books,  but  all  that  gives  them  a  title 
to  rank  as  literature  in  the  highest  sense  is  peren- 
nial. Their  vitality  is  the  vitality  not  of  one  or 
another  blood  or  tongue,  but  of  human  nature; 
their  truth  is  not  topical  and  transitory,  but  of 
universal  acceptation ;  and  thus  all  great  authors 
seem  the  coevals  not  only  of  each  other,  but  of 
whoever  reads  them,  growing  wiser  with  him  as  he 
grows  wise,  and  unlocking  to  him  one  secret  after 
another  as  his  own  life  and  experience  give  him 
the  key,  but  on  no  other  condition.  Their  mean- 
ing is  absolute,  not  conditional ;  it  is  a  property  of 
theirs,  quite  irrespective  of  manners  or  creed  ;  for 
the  highest  culture,  the  development  of  the  indi- 
vidual by  observation,  reflection,  and  study,  leads  to 
one  result,  whether  in  Athens  or  in  London.  The 
more  we  know  of  ancient  literature,  the  more  we 
are  struck  with  its  modernness,  just  as  the  more 
we  study  the  maturer  dramas  of  Shakespeare,  the 
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more  we  feel  his  nearness  in  certain  primary  qual- 
ities to  the  antique  and  classical.  Yet  even  in 
saying  this,  I  tacitly  make  the  admission  that  it  is 
the  Greeks  who  must  furnish  us  with  our  standard 
of  comparison.  Their  stamp  is  upon  all  the  al- 
lowed measures  and  weights  of  aesthetic  criticism. 
Nor  does  a  consciousness  of  this,  nor  a  constant 
reference  to  it,  in  any  sense  reduce  us  to  the  mere 
copying  of  a  bygone  excellence ;  for  it  is  the  test 
of  excellence  in  any  department  of  art,  that  it  can 
never  be  bygone,  and  it  is  not  mere  difference  from 
antique  models,  but  the  way  in  which  that  differ- 
ence is  shown,  the  direction  it  takes,  that  we  are  to 
consider  in  our  judgment  of  a  modern  work.  The 
model  is  not  there  to  be  copied  merely,  but  that 
the  study  of  it  may  lead  us  insensibly  to  the  same 
processes  of  thought  by  which  its  purity  of  outline 
and  harmony  of  parts  were  attained,  and  enable  us 
to  feel  that  strength  is  consistent  with  repose,  that 
multiplicity  is  not  abundance,  that  grace  is  but  a 
more  refined  form  of  power,  and  that  a  thought  is 
none  the  less  profound,  that  the  limpidity  of  its 
expression  allows  us  to  measure  it  at  a  glance.  To 
be  possessed  with  this  conviction  gives  us  at  least  a 
determinate  point  of  view,  and  enables  us  to  appeal 
a  case  of  taste  to  a  court  of  final  judicature,  whose 
decisions  are  guided  by  immutable  principles. 
When  we  hear  of  certain  productions,  that  they 
are  feeble  in  design,  but  masterly  in  parts,  that 
they  are  incoherent,  to  be  sure,  but  have  great 
merits  of  style,  we  know  that  it  cannot  be  true ; 
for  in  the  highest  examples  we  have,  the  master  is 
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revealed  by  his  plan,  by  his  power  of  making  all 
accessories,  each  in  its  due  relation,  subordinate 
to  it,  and  that  to  limit  style  to  the  rounding  of  a 
period  or  a  distich  is  wholly  to  misapprehend  its 
truest  and  highest  function.  Donne  is  full  of 
salient  verses  that  would  take  the  rudest  March 
winds  of  criticism  with  their  beauty,  of  thoughts 
that  first  tease  us  like  charades  and  then  delight  us 
with  the  felicity  of  their  solution ;  but  these  have 
not  saved  him.  He  is  exiled  to  the  limbo  of  the 
formless  and  the  fragmentary.  To  take  a  more 
recent  instance,  —  Wordsworth  had,  in  some  re- 
spects, a  deeper  insight,  and  a  more  adequate  utter- 
ance of  it,  than  any  man  of  his  generation.  But 
it  was  a  piecemeal  insight  and  utterance ;  his  im- 
agination was  feminine,  not  masculine,  receptive, 
and  not  creative.  His  longer  poems  are  Egyptian 
sand-wastes,  with  here  and  there  an  oasis  of  ex- 
quisite greenery,  a  grand  image,  Sphinx-like,  half 
buried  in  drifting  commonplaces,  or  the  solitary 
Pompey's  Pillar  of  some  towering  thought.  But 
what  is  the  fate  of  a  poet  who  owns  the  quarry, 
but  cannot  build  the  poem  ?  Ere  the  century  is 
out  he  will  be  nine  parts  dead,  and  immortal  only 
in  that  tenth  part  of  him  which  is  included  in  a 
thin  volume  of  "beauties."  Already  Moxon  has 
felt  the  need  of  extracting  this  essential  oil  of  him ; 
and  his  memory  will  be  kept  alive,  if  at  all,  by  the 
precious  material  rather  than  the  workmanship  of 
the  vase  that  contains  his  heart.  And  what  shall 
we  forebode  of  so  many  modern  poems,  full  of 
splendid  passages,  beginning  everywhere  and  lead- 
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ing  nowhere,  reminding  us  of  nothing  so  much  as 
the  amateur  architect  who  planned  his  own  house, 
and  forgot  the  staircase  that  should  connect  one 
floor  with  another,  putting  it  as  an  afterthought  on 
the  outside  ? 

Lichtenberg  says  somewhere,  that  it  was  the  ad- 
vantage of  the  ancients  to  write  before  the  great 
art  of  writing  ill  had  been  invented ;  and  Shake- 
speare may  be  said  to  have  had  the  good  luck  of 
coming  after  Spenser  (to  whom  the  debt  of  English 
poetry  is  incalculable)  had  reinvented  the  art  of 
writing  well.  But  Shakespeare  arrived  at  a  mas- 
tery in  this  respect  which  sets  him  above  all  other 
poets.  He  is  not  only  superior  in  degree,  but  he  is 
also  different  in  kind.  In  that  less  purely  artistic 
sphere  of  style  which  concerns  the  matter  rather 
than  the  form,  his  charm  is  often  unspeakable. 
How  perfect  his  style  is  may  be  judged  from  the 
fact  that  it  never  curdles  into  mannerism,  and  thus 
absolutely  eludes  imitation.  Though  here,  if  any- 
where, the  style  is  the  man,  yet  it  is  noticeable 
only,  like  the  images  of  Brutus,  by  its  absence,  so 
thoroughly  is  he  absorbed  in  his  work,  while  he 
fuses  thought  and  word  indissolubly  together,  till 
all  the  particles  cohere  by  the  best  virtue  of  each. 
With  perfect  truth  he  has  said  of  himself  that  he 
writes 

"All  one,  ever  the  same, 
Putting  invention  in  a  noted  weed, 
That  every  word  doth  almost  tell  his  name." 

And  yet  who  has  so  succeeded  in  imitating  him  as 
to  remind  us  of  him  by  even  so  much  as  the  gait  of 
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a  single  verse  ? l  Those  magnificent  crystallizations 
of  feeling  and  phrase,  basaltic  masses,  molten  and 
interfused  by  the  primal  fires  of  passion,  are  not  to 
be  reproduced  by  the  slow  experiments  of  the  lab- 
oratory striving  to  parody  creation  with  artifice. 
Mr.  Matthew  Arnold  seems  to  think  that  Shake- 
speare has  damaged  English  poetry.  I  wish  he 
had  !  It  is  true  he  lifted  Dryden  above  himself  in 
"  All  for  Love  " ;  but  it  was  Dryden  who  said  of 
him,  by  instinctive  conviction  rather  than  judg- 
ment, that  within  his  magic  circle  none  dared  tread 
but  he.  Is  he  to  blame  for  the  extravagances  of 
modern  diction,  which  are  but  the  reaction  of  the 
brazen  age  against  the  degeneracy  of  art  into  arti- 
fice, that  has  characterized  the  silver  period  in 
every  literature  ?  We  see  in  them  only  the  futile 
effort  of  misguided  persons  to  torture  out  of  lan- 
guage the  secret  of  that  inspiration  which  should  be 
in  themselves.  We  do  not  find  the  extravagances 
in  Shakespeare  himself.  I  never  saw  a  line  in 
any  modern  poet  that  reminded  me  of  him,  and 
will  venture  to  assert  that  it  is  only  poets  of  the 
second  class  that  find  successful  imitators.  And 
the  reason  seems  to  me  a  very  plain  one.  The  gen- 
ius of  the  great  poet  seeks  repose  in  the  expression 
of  itself,  and  finds  it  at  last  in  style,  which  is  the 
establishment  of  a  perfect  mutual  understanding 

1  "At  first  sight,  Shakespeare  and  his  contemporary  drama- 
tists seem  to  write  in  styles  much  alike  ;  nothing1  so  easy  as  to  fall 
into  that  of  Massinger  and  the  others ;  whilst  no  one  has  ever  yet 
produced  one  scene  conceived  and  expressed  in  the  Shakespearian 
idiom.  I  suppose  it  is  because  Shakespeare  is  universal,  and,  in 
fact,  has  no  manner."  —  Coleridge's  Tdbletcdk,  214. 
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between  the  worker  and  his  material.1  The  second- 
ary intellect,  on  the  other  hand,  seeks  for  excite- 
ment in  expression,  and  stimulates  itself  into  man- 
nerism, which  is  the  wilful  obtrusion  of  self,  as 
style  is  its  unconscious  abnegation.  No  poet  of  the 
first  class  has  ever  left  a  school,  because  his  imagi- 
nation is  incommunicable ;  while,  just  as  surely  as 
the  thermometer  tells  of  the  neighborhood  of  an 
iceberg,  you  may  detect  the  presence  of  a  genius  of 
the  second  class  in  any  generation  by  the  influence 
of  his  mannerism,  for  that,  being  an  artificial  thing, 
is  capable  of  reproduction.  Dante,  Shakespeare, 
Goethe,  left  no  heirs  either  to  the  form  or  mode  of 
their  expression  ;  while  Milton,  Sterne,  and  Words- 
worth left  behind  them  whole  regiments  uniformed 
with  all  their  external  characteristics.  I  do  not 
mean  that  great  poetic  geniuses  may  not  have  influ- 
enced thought,  (though  I  think  it  would  be  diffi- 
cult to  show  how  Shakespeare  had  done  so,  directly 
and  wilfully,)  but  that  they  have  not  infected  con- 
temporaries or  followers  with  mannerism.  The 
quality  in  him  which  makes  him  at  once  so  thor- 
oughly English  and  so  thoroughly  cosmopolitan  is 
that  aeration  of  the  understanding  by  the  imagina- 
tion which  he  has  in  common  with  all  the  greater 
poets,  and  which  is  the  privilege  of  genius.  The 
modern  school,  which  mistakes  violence  for  inten- 
sity, seems  to  catch  its  breath  when  it  finds  itself 
on  the  verge  of  natural  expression,  and  to  say  to 

1  Phidias  said  of  one  of  his  pupils  that  he  had  an  inspired 
thumb,  because  the  modelling-clay  yielded  to  its  careless  sweep  a 
grace  of  curve  which  it  refused  to  the  utmost  pains  of  others. 
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itself,  "  Good  heavens !  I  had  almost  forgotten  I 
was  inspired !  "  But  of  Shakespeare  we  do  not 
even  suspect  that  he  ever  remembered  it.  He  does 
not  always  speak  in  that  intense  way  that  flames 
up  in  Lear  and  Macbeth  through  the  rifts  of  a  soil 
volcanic  with  passion.  He  allows  us  here  and  there 
the  repose  of  a  commonplace  character,  the  consol- 
ing distraction  of  a  humorous  one.  He  knows  how 
to  be  equable  and  grand  without  effort,  so  that  we 
forget  the  altitude  of  thought  to  which  he  has  led 
us,  because  the  slowly  receding  slope  of  a  mountain 
stretching  downward  by  ample  gradations  gives  a 
less  startling  impression  of  height  than  to  look  over 
the  edge  of  a  ravine  that  makes  but  a  wrinkle  in 
its  flank. 

Shakespeare  has  been  sometimes  taxed  with  the 
barbarism  of  profuseness  and  exaggeration.  But 
this  is  to  measure  him  by  a  Sophoclean  scale.  The 
simplicity  of  the  antique  tragedy  is  by  no  means 
that  of  expression,  but  is  of  form  merely.  In  the 
utterance  of  great  passions,  something  must  be  in- 
dulged to  the  extravagance  of  Nature  ;  the  subdued 
tones  to  which  pathos  and  sentiment  are  limited 
cannot  express  a  tempest  of  the  soul.  The  range 
between  the  piteous  "no  more  but  so,"  in  which 
Ophelia  compresses  the  heart-break  whose  com. 
pression  was  to  make  her  mad,  and  that  sublime 
appeal  of  Lear  to  the  elements  of  Nature,  only  to 
be  matched,  if  matched  at  all,  in  the  "  Prome- 
theus," is  a  wide  one,  and  Shakespeare  is  as  truly 
simple  in  the  one  as  in  the  other.  The  simplicity 
of  poetry  is  not  that  of  prose,  nor  its  clearness  that 
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of  ready  apprehension  merely.  To  a  subtle  sense, 
a  sense  heightened  by  sympathy,  those  sudden  fer- 
vors of  phrase,  gone  ere  one  can  say  it  lightens, 
that  show  us  Macbeth  groping  among  the  complex- 
ities of  thought  in  his  conscience-clouded  mind, 
and  reveal  the  intricacy  rather  than  enlighten  it, 
while  they  leave  the  eye  darkened  to  the  literal 
meaning  of  the  words,  yet  make  their  logical  se- 
quence, the  grandeur  of  the  conception,  and  its 
truth  to  Nature  clearer  than  sober  daylight  could. 
There  is  an  obscurity  of  mist  rising  from  the  un- 
drained  shallows  of  the  mind,  and  there  is  the  dark- 
ness of  thunder-cloud  gathering  its  electric  masses 
with  passionate  intensity  from  the  clear  element  of 
the  imagination,  not  at  random  or  wilfully,  but  by 
the  natural  processes  of  the  creative  faculty,  to 
brood  those  flashes  of  expression  that  transcend 
rhetoric,  and  are  only  to  be  apprehended  by  the 
poetic  instinct. 

In  that  secondary  office  of  imagination,  where 
it  serves  the  artist,  not  as  the  reason  that  shapes, 
but  as  the  interpreter  of  his  conceptions  into 
words,  there  is  a  distinction  to  be  noticed  between 
the  higher  and  lower  mode  in  which  it  performs  its 
function.  It  may  be  either  creative  or  pictorial, 
may  body  forth  the  thought  or  merely  image  it 
forth.  With  Shakespeare,  for  example,  imagina- 
tion seems  immanent  in  his  very  consciousness ; 
with  Milton,  in  his  memory.  In  the  one  it  sends, 
as  if  without  knowing  it,  a  fiery  life  into  the  verse, 

"  Sei  die  Braut  das  Wort, 
Brautigam  der  Geist " ; 
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in  the  other  it  elaborates  a  certain  pomp  and  ele- 
vation. Accordingly,  the  bias  of  the  former  is 
toward  over-intensity,  of  the  latter  toward  over- 
diffuseness.  Shakespeare's  temptation  is  to  push 
a  willing  metaphor  beyond  its  strength,  to  make  a 
passion  over-inform  its  tenement  of  words ;  Milton 
cannot  resist  running  a  simile  on  into  a  fugue. 
One  always  fancies  Shakespeare  in  his  best  verses, 
and  Milton  at  the  keyboard  of  his  organ.  Shake- 
speare's language  is  no  longer  the  mere  vehicle  of 
thought,  it  has  become  part  of  it,  its  very  flesh  and 
blood.  The  pleasure  it  gives  us  is  unmixed,  direct, 
like  that  from  the  smell  of  a  flower  or  the  flavor 
of  a  fruit.  Milton  sets  everywhere  his  little  pit- 
falls of  bookish  association  for  the  memory.  I 
know  that  Milton's  manner  is  very  grand.  It  is 
slow,  it  is  stately,  moving  as  in  triumphal  proces- 
sion, with  music,  with  historic  banners,  with  spoils 
from  every  time  and  every  region,  and  captive 
epithets,  like  huge  Sicambrians,  thrust  their  broad 
shoulders  between  us  and  the  thought  whose  pomp 
they  decorate.  But  it  is  manner,  nevertheless,  as 
is  proved  by  the  ease  with  which  it  is  parodied,  by 
the  danger  it  is  in  of  degenerating  into  mannerism 
whenever  it  forgets  itself.  Fancy  a  parody  of 
Shakespeare,  —  I  do  not  mean  of  his  words,  but  of 
his  tone,  for  that  is  what  distinguishes  the  master. 
You  might  as  well  try  it  with  the  Venus  of  Melos. 
In  Shakespeare  it  is  always  the  higher  thing,  the 
thought,  the  fancy,  that  is  preeminent ;  it  is  Caesar 
that  draws  all  eyes,  and  not  the  chariot  in  which 
he  rides,  or  the  throng  which  is  but  the  reverber- 
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ation  of  his  supremacy.  If  not,  how  explain  the 
charm  with  which  he  dominates  in  all  tongues, 
even  under  the  disenchantment  of  translation? 
Among  the  most  alien  races  he  is  as  solidly  at 
home  as  a  mountain  seen  from  different  sides  by 
many  lands,  itself  superbly  solitary,  yet  the  com 
panion  of  all  thoughts  and  domesticated  in  all  im- 
aginations. 

In  description  Shakespeare  is  especially  great, 
and  in  that  instinct  which  gives  the  peculiar  quality 
of  any  object  of  contemplation  in  a  single  happy 
word  that  colors  the  impression  on  the  sense  with 
the  mood  of  the  mind.  Most  descriptive  poets  seem 
to  think  that  a  hogshead  of  water  caught  at  the 
spout  will  give  us  a  livelier  notion  of  a  thunder- 
shower  than  the  sullen  muttering  of  the  first  big 
drops  upon  the  roof.  They  forget  that  it  is  by  sug- 
gestion, not  cumulation,  that  profound  impressions 
are  made  upon  the  imagination.  Milton's  parsi- 
mony (so  rare  in  him)  makes  the  success  of  his 

"  Sky  lowered,  and,  muttering'  thunder,  some  sad  drops 
Wept  at  completion  of  the  mortal  sin." 

Shakespeare  understood  perfectly  the  charm  of 
indirectness,  of  making  his  readers  seem  to  dis- 
cover for  themselves  what  he  means  to  show  them. 
If  he  wishes  to  tell  that  the  leaves  of  the  willow 
are  gray  on  the  under  side,  he  does  not  make  it  a 
mere  fact  of  observation  by  bluntly  saying  so,  but 
makes  it  picturesquely  reveal  itself  to  us  as  it 
might  in  Nature :  — 

"  There  is  a  willow  grows  athwart  the  flood, 
That  shows  his  hoar  leaves  in  the  glassy  stream." 
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"Where  he  goes  to  the  landscape  for  a  comparison, 
he  does  not  ransack  wood  and  field  for  specialties, 
as  if  he  were  gathering  simples,  but  takes  one 
image,  obvious,  familiar,  and  makes  it  new  to  us 
either  by  sympathy  or  contrast  with  his  own  imme- 
diate feeling.  He  always  looked  upon  Nature  with 
the  eyes  of  the  mind.  Thus  he  can  make  the  mel- 
ancholy of  autumn  or  the  gladness  of  spring  alike 
pathetic :  — 

"  That  time  of  year  thou  mayst  in  me  behold, 
When  yellow  leaves,  or  few,  or  none,  do  hang1 
Upon  those  boughs  that  shake  against  the  cold, 
Bare  ruined  choirs  where  late  the  sweet  birds  sang." 

Or  again :  — 

"  From  thee  have  I  been  absent  in  the  spring, 
When  proud-pied  April,  dressed  in  all  his  trim, 
Hath  put  a  spirit  of  youth  in  everything, 
That  heavy  Saturn  leaped  and  laughed  with  him." 

But  as  dramatic  poet,  Shakespeare  goes  even 
beyond  this,  entering  so  perfectly  into  the  con- 
sciousness of  the  characters  he  himself  has  created, 
that  he  sees  everything  through  their  peculiar 
mood,  and  makes  every  epithet,  as  if  unconsciously, 
echo  and  reecho  it.  Theseus  asks  Hermia, — 

"  Can  you  endure  the  livery  of  a  nun, 
For  aye  to  be  in  shady  cloister  mewed, 
To  live  a  barren  sister  all  your  life, 
Chanting  faint  hymns  to  the  cold  fruitless  moon  ?  " 

When  Eomeo  must  leave  Juliet,  the  private  pang 
of  the  lovers  becomes  a  property  of  Nature  herself, 
and 

"  Envious  streaks 
Do  lace  the  severing  clouds  in  yonder  east." 
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But  even  more  striking  is  the  following  instance 
from  Macbeth :  — 

"  The  raven  himself  is  hoarse 
That  croaks  the  fatal  enterance  of  Duncan 
Under  my  battlements." 

Here  Shakespeare,  with  his  wonted  tact,  makes  use 
of  a  vulgar  superstition,  of  a  type  in  which  mor- 
tal presentiment  is  already  embodied,  to  provide 
a  common  ground  on  which  the  hearer  and  Lady 
Macbeth  may  meet.  After  this  prelude  we  are 
prepared  to  be  possessed  by  her  emotion  more 
fully,  to  feel  in  her  ears  the  dull  tramp  of  the  blood 
that  seems  to  make  the  raven's  croak  yet  hoarser 
than  it  is,  and  to  betray  the  stealthy  advance  of 
the  mind  to  its  fell  purpose.  For  Lady  Macbeth 
hears  not  so  much  the  voice  of  the  bodeful  bird  as 
of  her  own  premeditated  murder,  and  we  are  thus 
made  her  shuddering  accomplices  before  the  fact. 
Every  image  receives  the  color  of  the  mind,  every 
word  throbs  with  the  pulse  of  one  controlling  pas- 
sion. The  epithet  fatal  makes  us  feel  the  impla- 
cable resolve  of  the  speaker,  and  shows  us  that  she 
is  tampering  with  her  conscience  by  putting  off  the 
crime  upon  the  prophecy  of  the  Weird  Sisters  to 
which  she  alludes.  In  the  word  battlements,  too, 
not  only  is  the  fancy  led  up  to  the  perch  of  the 
raven,  but  a  hostile  image  takes  the  place  of  a  hos- 
pitable ;  for  men  commonly  speak  of  receiving  a 
guest  under  their  roof  or  within  their  doors.  That 
this  is  not  over-ingenuity,  seeing  what  is  not  to  be 
seen,  nor  meant  to  be  seen,  is  clear  to  me  from 
what  follows.  When  Duncan  and  Banquo  arrive 
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at  the  castle,  their  fancies,  free  from  all  sugges- 
tion of  evil,  call  up  only  gracious  and  amiable  im- 
ages. The  raven  was  but  the  fantastical  creation 
of  Lady  Macbeth's  over-wrought  brain. 

"  This  castle  hath  a  pleasant  seat,  the  air 
Nimbly  and  sweetly  doth  commend  itself 
Unto  our  gentle  senses. 

This  guest  of  summer, 
The  temple-haunting  martlet,  doth  approve 
By  his  loved  mansionry  that  the  heaven's  breath 
Smells  wooingly  here  ;  no  jutty,  frieze, 
Buttress,  or  coigne  of  vantage,  but  this  bird 
Hath  made  his  pendent  bed  and  procreant  cradle." 

The  contrast  here  cannot  but  be  as  intentional  as 
it  is  marked.  Every  image  is  one  of  welcome, 
security,  and  confidence.  The  summer,  one  may 
well  fancy,  would  be  a  very  different  hostess  from 
her  whom  we  have  just  seen  expecting  them.  And 
why  temple-haunting,  unless  because  it  suggests 
sanctuary  ?  O  immaginativa,  che  si  ne  rubi  delle 
cose  di  fuor,  how  infinitely  more  precious  are  the 
inward  ones  thou  givest  in  return !  If  all  this  be 
accident,  it  is  at  least  one  of  those  accidents  of 
which  only  this  man  was  ever  capable.  I  divine 
something  like  it  now  and  then  in  JEschylus, 
through  the  mists  of  a  language  which  will  not 
let  me  be  sure  of  what  I  see,  but  nowhere  else. 
Shakespeare,  it  is  true,  had,  as  I  have  said,  as  re- 
spects English,  the  privilege  which  only  first-com- 
ers enjoy.  The  language  was  still  fresh  from  those 
sources  at  too  great  a  distance  from  which  it  be- 
comes fit  only  for  the  service  of  prose.  Wherever 
he  dipped,  it  came  up  clear  and  sparkling,  unde- 
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filed  as  yet  by  the  drainage  of  literary  factories,  or 
of  those  dye-houses  where  the  machine-woven  fab- 
rics of  sham  culture  are  colored  up  to  the  last  des- 
perate style  of  sham  sentiment.  Those  who  criti- 
cise his  diction  as  sometimes  extravagant  should 
remember  that  in  poetry  language  is  something 
more  than  merely  the  vehicle  of  thought,  that  it  is 
meant  to  convey  the  sentiment  as  much  as  the 
sense,  and  that,  if  there  is  a  beauty  of  use,  there  is 
often  a  higher  use  of  beauty. 

What  kind  of  culture  Shakespeare  had  is  uncer- 
tain ;  how  much  he  had  is  disputed ;  that  he  had 
as  much  as  he  wanted,  and  of  whatever  kind  he 
wanted,  must  be  clear  to  whoever  considers  the 
question.  Dr.  Farmer  has  proved,  in  his  enter- 
taining essay,  that  he  got  everything  at  second- 
hand from  translations,  and  that,  where  his  trans- 
lator blundered,  he  loyally  blundered  too.  But 
Goethe,  the  man  of  widest  acquirement  in  modern 
times,  did  precisely  the  same  thing.  In  his  char- 
acter of  poet  he  set  as  little  store  by  useless  learn- 
ing as  Shakespeare  did.  He  learned  to  write  hex- 
ameters, not  from  Homer,  but  from  Voss,  and  Voss 
found  them  faulty  ;  yet  somehow  Hermann  und 
Dorothea  is  more  readable  than  Luise.  So  far  as 
all  the  classicism  then  attainable  was  concerned, 
Shakespeare  got  it  as  cheap  as  Goethe  did,  who  al- 
ways bought  it  ready-made.  For  such  purposes  of 
mere  aesthetic  nourishment  Goethe  always  milked 
other  minds,  —  if  minds  those  ruminators  and  di- 
gesters of  antiquity  into  asses'  milk  may  be  called. 
There  were  plenty  of  professors  who  were  forever 
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assiduously  browsing  in  vales  of  Enna  and  on  Pen- 
telican  slopes  among  the  vestiges  of  antiquity, 
slowly  secreting  lacteous  facts,  and  not  one  of 
them  would  have  raised  his  head  from  that  exqui- 
site pasturage,  though  Pan  had  made  music  through 
his  pipe  of  reeds.  Did  Goethe  wish  to  work  up  a 
Greek  theme  ?  He  drove  out  Herr  Bottiger,  for 
example,  among  that  fodder  delicious  to  him  for  its 
very  dryness,  that  sapless  Arcadia  of  scholiasts, 
let  him  graze,  ruminate,  and  go  through  all  other 
needful  processes  of  the  antiquarian  organism,  then 
got  him  quietly  into  a  corner  and  milked  him. 
The  product,  after  standing  long  enough,  mantled 
over  with  the  rich  Goethean  cream,  from  which  a 
butter  could  be  churned,  if  not  precisely  classic, 
quite  as  good  as  the  ancients  could  have  made  out 
of  the  same  material.  But  who  has  ever  read  the 
Achilleis,  correct  in  all  unessential  particulars  as  it 
probably  is  ? 

It  is  impossible  to  conceive  that  a  man,  who,  in 
other  respects,  made  such  booty  of  the  world  around 
him,  whose  observation  of  manners  was  so  minute, 
and  whose  insight  into  character  and  motives,  as  if 
he  had  been  one  of  God's  spies,  was  so  unerring 
that  we  accept  it  without  question,  as  we  do  Na- 
ture herself,  and  find  it  more  consoling  to  explain 
his  confessedly  immense  superiority  by  attributing 
it  to  a  happy  instinct  rather  than  to  the  conscien- 
tious perfecting  of  exceptional  powers  till  practice 
made  them  seem  to  work  independently  of  the  will 
which  still  directed  them,  —  it  is  impossible  that 
such  a  man  should  not  also  have  profited  by  the 
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converse  of  the  cultivated  and  quick-witted  men  in 
whose  familiar  society  he  lived,  that  he  should  not 
have  over  and  over  again  discussed  points  of  criti- 
cism and  art  with  them,  that  he  should  not  have 
had  his  curiosity,  so  alive  to  everything  else,  ex- 
cited about  those  ancients  whom  university  men 
then,  no  doubt,  as  now,  extolled  without  too  much 
knowledge  of  what  they  really  were,  that  he  should 
not  have  heard  too  much  rather  than  too  little  of 
Aristotle's  Poetics,  Quinctilian's  JZhetoric,  Hor- 
ace's Art  of  Poetry,  and  the  Unities,  especially 
from  Ben  Jonson,  —  in  short,  that  he  who  speaks 
of  himself  as 

"  Desiring  this  man's  art  and  that  man's  scope, 
With  what  he  most  enjoyed  contented  least," 

and  who  meditated  so  profoundly  on  every  other 
topic  of  human  concern,  should  never  have  turned 
his  thought  to  the  principles  of  that  art  which  was 
both  the  delight  and  business  of  his  life,  the  bread- 
winner alike  for  soul  and  body.  Was  there  no 
harvest  of  the  ear  for  him  whose  eye  had  stocked 
its  garners  so  full  as  wellnigh  to  forestall  all  after- 
comers  ?  Did  he  who  could  so  counsel  the  prac- 
tisers  of  an  art  in  which  he  never  arrived  at  emi- 
nence, as  in  Hamlet's  advice  to  the  players,  never 
take  counsel  with  himself  about  that  other  art  in 
which  the  instinct  of  the  crowd,  no  less  than  the 
judgment  of  his  rivals,  awarded  him  an  easy  pre- 
eminence ?  If  he  had  little  Latin  and  less  Greek, 
might  he  not  have  had  enough  of  both  for  every 
practical  purpose  on  this  side  pedantry  ?  The  most 
extraordinary,  one  might  almost  say  contradictory, 
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attainments  have  been  ascribed  to  him,  and  yet  he 
has  been  supposed  incapable  of  what  was  within 
easy  reach  of  every  boy  at  Westminster  School. 
There  is  a  knowledge  that  comes  of  sympathy  as 
living  and  genetic  as  that  which  comes  of  mere 
learning  is  sapless  and  unprocreant,  and  for  this 
no  profound  study  of  the  languages  is  needed. 

If  Shakespeare  did  not  know  the  ancients,  I 
think  they  were  at  least  as  unlucky  in  not  knowing 
him.  But  is  it  incredible  that  he  may  have  laid 
hold  of  an  edition  of  the  Greek  tragedians,  Cfraece 
et  Latirie,  and  then,  with  such  poor  wits  as  he  was 
master  of,  contrived  to  worry  some  considerable 
meaning  out  of  them  ?  There  are  at  least  one  or 
two  coincidences  which,  whether  accidental  or  not, 
are  curious,  and  which  I  do  not  remember  to  have 
seen  noticed.  In  the  Electro,  of  Sophocles,  which 
is  almost  identical  in  its  leading  motive  with  Ham- 
let, the  Chorus  consoles  Electra  for  the  supposed 
death  of  Orestes  in  the  same  commonplace  way 
which  Hamlet's  uncle  tries  with  him. 


Qtnjrov  irecpwcas  irarpds,  'HAe/crpa, 
Qi/rirbs  5'  'OpeiTTTjs  '  Sxrrf  fify  \(a.v  arfvfj 
TlaffLv  -yap  rj/uv  TOUT'  <xf>ti\e-ra.i  Tcaffflv. 

"  Yonr  father  lost  a  father  ; 
That  father  lost,  lost  his.  ... 

But  to  perseVer 

In  obstinate  condolement  is  a  course 
Of  impious  stubbornness.  .  .  . 

'  T  is  common  ;  all  that  live  must  die." 

Shakespeare  expatiates  somewhat  more  largely,  but 
the  sentiment  in  both  cases  is  almost  verbally  iden- 
tical. The  resemblance  is  probably  a  chance  one, 
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for  commonplace  and  consolation  were  ever  twin 
sisters,  whom  always  to  escape  is  given  to  no  man ; 
but  it  is  nevertheless  curious.  Here  is  another, 
from  the  CEdipus  Coloneus :  — 

To?s  TOI  SIKCUOIS  •)(&>  Pp&xbs  "iKa  (tfyav, 
"  Thrice  is  he  armed  that  hath  his  quarrel  just." 

Hamlet's  "  prophetic  soul  "  may  be  matched  with 
the  TrpoftavTi?  0ufio's  of  Peleus,  (Eurip.  Androm. 
1075,)  and  his  "  sea  of  troubles,"  with  the  KCLKUV 
ire\ayos  of  Theseus  in  the  Hippotytus,  or  of  the 
Chorus  in  the  Hercules  Furens.  And,  for  manner 
and  tone,  compare  the  speeches  of  Pheres  in  the 
Alcestis,  and  Jocasta  in  the  Phoenissce,  with  those 
of  Claudio  in  Measure  for  Measure,  and  Ulysses 
in  Troilus  and  Cressida. 

The  Greek  dramatists  were  somewhat  fond  of  a 
trick  of  words  in  which  there  is  a  reduplication  of 
sense  as  well  as  of  assonance,  as  in  the  Electro, :  — 

yAA.eKrpo  yijpdffKOVffav  avv/j.tvaid.  re. 

So  Shakespeare :  — 

"  Unhouseled,  disappointed,  unaneled  ' ' ; 

and  Milton  after  him,  or,  more  likely,  after  the 
Greek :  — 

"Unrespited,  unpitied,  unreprieved."  l 

I  mention  these  trifles,  in  passing,  because  they 

1  The  best  instance  I  remember  is  in  the  Frogs,  where  Bacchus 
pleads  his  inexperience  at  the  oar,  and  says  he  is 

&Tr(ipos,  a.6a\drra>TOS,  affa\afiivios, 

which  might  be  rendered, 

Unskilled,  unsea-soned,  and  un-Salamised. 
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have  interested  me,  and  therefore  may  interest 
others.  I  lay  no  stress  upon  them,  for,  if  once  the 
conductors  of  Shakespeare's  intelligence  had  been 
put  in  connection  with  those  Attic  brains,  he  would 
have  reproduced  their  message  in  a  form  of  his 
own.  They  would  have  inspired,  and  not  enslaved 
him.  His  resemblance  to  them  is  that  of  consan- 
guinity, more  striking  in  expression  than  in  mere 
resemblance  of  feature.  The  likeness  between  the 

Clytemnestra  —  ywaiKos  avSpofiovXov  e\iri£ov  /ce'ap  — 

of  -ZEschylus  and  the  Lady  Macbeth  of  Shakespeare 
was  too  remarkable  to  have  escaped  notice.  That 
between  the  two  poets  in  their  choice  of  epithets  is 
as  great,  though  more  difficult  of  proof.  Yet  I 
think  an  attentive  student  of  Shakespeare  cannot 
fail  to  be  reminded  of  something  familiar  to  him 
in  such  phrases  as  "  flame-eyed  fire,"  "  flax-winged 
ships,"  "star-neighboring  peaks,"  the  rock  Salmy- 
dessus, 

"  Rude  jaw  of  the  sea, 
Harsh  hostess  of  the  seaman,  step-mother 
Of  ships," 

and  the  beacon  with  its  "  speaking  eye  of  fire." 
Surely  there  is  more  than  a  verbal,  there  is  a  genu- 
ine, similarity  between  the  avrjptOfwv  -yeAaoyia  and 
"  the  unnumbered  beach "  and  "  multitudinous 
sea."  ^Eschylus,  it  seems  to  me,  is  willing,  just  as 
Shakespeare  is,  to  risk  the  prosperity  of  a  verse 
upon  a  lucky  throw  of  words,  which  may  come  up 
the  sices  of  hardy  metaphor  or  the  ambsace  of 
conceit.  There  is  such  a  difference  between  far- 
reaching  and  far-fetching  !  Poetry,  to  be  sure,  is 
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always  that  daring  one  step  beyond,  which  brings 
the  right  man  to  fortune,  but  leaves  the  wrong  one 
in  the  ditch,  and  its  law  is,  Be  bold  once  and  again, 
yet  be  not  over-bold.  It  is  true,  also,  that  masters 
of  language  are  a  little  apt  to  play  with  it.  But 
whatever  fault  may  be  found  with  Shakespeare  in 
this  respect  will  touch  a  tender  spot  in  ^Eschylus 
also.  Does  he  sometimes  overload  a  word,  so  that 
the  language  not  merely,  as  Dryden  says,  bends  un- 
der him,  but  fairly  gives  way,  and  lets  the  reader's 
mind  down  with  the  shock  as  of  a  false  step  in 
taste  ?  He  has  nothing  worse  than  WAayos  avOovv 
v€*pots.  A  criticism,  shallow  in  human  nature,  how- 
ever deep  in  Campbell's  Rhetoric,  has  blamed  him 
for  making  persons,  under  great  excitement  of  sor- 
row, or  whatever  other  emotion,  parenthesize  some 
trifling  play  upon  words  in  the  very  height  of  their 
passion.  Those  who  make  such  criticisms  have 
either  never  felt  a  passion  or  seen  one  in  action,  or 
else  they  forget  the  exaltation  of  sensibility  during 
such  crises,  so  that  the  attention,  whether  of  the 
senses  or  the  mind,  is  arrested  for  the  moment  by 
what  would  be  overlooked  in  ordinary  moods.  The 
more  forceful  the  current,  the  more  sharp  the  rip- 
ple from  any  alien  substance  interposed.  A  pas- 
sion that  looks  forward,  like  revenge  or  lust  or 
greed,  goes  right  to  its  end,  and  is  straightforward 
in  its  expression  ;  but  a  tragic  passion,  which  is  in  its 
nature  unavailing,  like  disappointment,  regret  of 
the  inevitable,  or  remorse,  is  reflective,  and  liable 
to  be  continually  diverted  by  the  suggestions  of 
fancy.  The  one  is  a  concentration  of  the  will, 
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which  intensifies  the  character  and  the  phrase  that 
expresses  it ;  in  the  other,  the  will  is  helpless,  and, 
as  in  insanity,  while  the  flow  of  the  mind  sets  im- 
peratively in  one  direction,  it  is  liable  to  almost  lu- 
dicrous interruptions  and  diversions  upon  the  most 
trivial  hint  of  involuntary  association.  I  am  ready 
to  grant  that  Shakespeare  sometimes  allows  his 
characters  to  spend  time,  that  might  be  better  em- 
ployed, in  carving  some  cherry-stone  of  a  quibble ;  l 
that  he  is  sometimes  tempted  away  from  the  nat- 
ural by  the  quaint ;  that  he  sometimes  forces  a  par- 
tial, even  a  verbal,  analogy  between  the  abstract 
thought  and  the  sensual  image  into  an  absolute 
identity,  giving  us  a  kind  of  serious  pun.  In  a 
pun  our  pleasure  arises  from  a  gap  in  the  logical 
nexus  too  wide  for  the  reason,  but  which  the  ear 
can  bridge  in  an  instant.  "  Is  that  your  own  hare, 
or  a  wig  ?  "  The  fancy  is  yet  more  tickled  where 
logic  is  treated  with  a  mock  ceremonial  of  respect. 

"  His  head  was  turned,  and  so  he  chewed 
His  pigtail  till  he  died." 

Now  when  this  kind  of  thing  is  done  in  earnest, 
the  result  is  one  of  those  ill-distributed  syllogisms 
which  in  rhetoric  are  called  conceits. 

"  Hard  was  the  hand  that  struck  the  blow, 
Soft  was  the  heart  that  bled." 

I  have  seen  this  passage  from  Warner  cited  for  its 

1  So  Euripides  (copied  by  Theocritus,  Id.  xxvii.)  :  — 

TlevBevs  5'  Sircos  M^  irevQos  flffotoft  Stoats.     (Bacchce,  363.) 
'Eff(t><pp6i>rifftv  oiiK  (\ovaa  ffxfypovtlv.     (Hippol,,  1037.) 

So  Calderon  :  "  Y  apeuas  llega,  cuando  llega  a  penas." 
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beauty,  though  I  should  have  thought  nothing  could 
be  worse,  had  I  not  seen  General  Morris's 

"  Her  heart  and  morning  broke  together 
In  tears." 

Of  course,  I  would  not  rank  with  these  Gloucester's 

"  What !  will  the  aspiring  blood  of  Lancaster 
Sink  in  the  ground  ?     I  thought  it  would  have  mounted  " ; 

though  as  mere  rhetoric  it  belongs  to  the  same 
class.1  It  might  be  defended  as  a  bit  of  ghastly 
humor  characteristic  of  the  speaker.  But  at  any 
rate  it  is  not  without  precedent  in  the  two  greater 
Greek  tragedians.  In  a  chorus  of  the  Seven 
against  Thebes  we  have :  — 

tv  8e  yaiq,  . 
Z&a.  <f>ovopvrcf 
VLifUKTta,'   Kapra  8'   etff"   cf/ucu/ioi. 

And  does  not  Sophocles  make  Ajax  in  his  despair 
quibble  upon  his  own  name  quite  in  the  Shake- 
spearian fashion,  under  similar  circumstances? 
Nor  does  the  coarseness  with  which  our  great  poet 
is  reproached  lack  an  -<Eschylean  parallel.  Even 
the  Nurse  in  Romeo  and  Juliet  would  have  found 
a  true  gossip  in  her  of  the  Agamemnon,  who  is  so 
indiscreet  in  her  confidences  concerning  the  nursery 
life  of  Orestes.  Whether  Raleigh  is  right  or  not 
in  warning  historians  against  following  truth  too 
close  upon  the  heels,  the  caution  is  a  good  one  for 

1  I  have  taken  the  first  passage  in  point  that  occurred  to  my 
memory.  It  may  not  be  Shakespeare's,  though  probably  his. 
The  question  of  authorship  is,  I  think,  settled,  so  far  as  criticism 
can  do  it,  in  Mr.  Grant  White's  admirable  essay  appended  to  the 
Second  Part  of  Henry  VI. 
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poets  as  respects  truth  to  Nature.  But  it  is  a  mis- 
chievous fallacy  in  historian  or  critic  to  treat  as  a 
blemish  of  the  man  what  is  but  the  common  tinc- 
ture of  his  age.  It  is  to  confound  a  spatter  of  mud 
with  a  moral  stain. 

But  I  have  been  led  away  from  my  immediate 
purpose.  I  did  not  intend  to  compare  Shakespeare 
with  the  ancients,  much  less  to  justify  his  defects 
by  theirs.  Shakespeare  himself  has  left  us  a  preg- 
nant satire  on  dogmatical  and  categorical  aesthetics 
(which  commonly  in  discussion  soon  lose  their  cere- 
monious tails  and  are  reduced  to  the  internecine 
dog  and  cat  of  their  bald  first  syllables)  in  the 
cloud-scene  between  Hamlet  and  Polonius,  suggest- 
ing exquisitely  how  futile  is  any  attempt  at  a  cast- 
iron  definition  of  those  perpetually  metamorphic 
impressions  of  the  beautiful  whose  source  is  as 
much  in  the  man  who  looks  as  in  the  thing  he  sees. 
In  the  fine  arts  a  thing  is  either  good  in  itself  or  it 
is  nothing.  It  neither  gains  nor  loses  by  having 
it  shown  that  another  good  thing  was  also  good  in 
itself,  any  more  than  a  bad  thing  profits  by  com- 
parison with  another  that  is  worse.  The  final 
judgment  of  the  world  is  intuitive,  and  is  based, 
not  on  proof  that  a  work  possesses  some  of  the 
qualities  of  another  whose  greatness  is  acknow- 
ledged, but  on  the  immediate  feeling  that  it  carries 
to  a  high  point  of  perfection  certain  qualities 
proper  to  itself.  One  does  not  flatter  a  fine  pear 
by  comparing  it  to  a  fine  peach,  nor  learn  what  a 
fine  peach  is  by  tasting  ever  so  many  poor  ones. 
The  boy  who  makes  his  first  bite  into  one  does  not 
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need  to  ask  his  father  if  or  how  or  why  it  is  good. 
Because  continuity  is  a  merit  in  some  kinds  of 
writing,  shall  we  refuse  ourselves  to  the  authentic 
charm  of  Montaigne's  want  of  it  ?  I  have  heard 
people  complain  of  French  tragedies  because  they 
were  so  very  French.  This,  though  it  may  not 
be  to  some  particular  tastes,  and  may  from  one 
point  of  view  be  a  defect,  is  from  another  and  far 
higher  a  distinguished  merit.  It  is  their  flavor, 
as  direct  a  telltale  of  the  soil  whence  they  drew  it 
as  that  of  French  wines  is.  Suppose  we  should  tax 
the  Elgin  marbles  with  being  too  Greek?  When 
will  people,  nay,  when  will  even  critics,  get  over 
this  self-defrauding  trick  of  cheapening  the  excel- 
lence of  one  thing  by  that  of  another,  this  conclu- 
sive style  of  judgment  which  consists  simply  in  be- 
longing to  the  other  parish  ?  As  one  grows  older, 
one  loses  many  idols,  perhaps  comes  at  last  to  have 
none  at  all,  though  one  may  honestly  enough  un- 
cover in  deference  to  the  worshippers  before  any 
shrine.  But  for  the  seeming  loss  the  compensation 
is  ample.  These  saints  of  literature  descend  from 
their  canopied  remoteness  to  be  even  more  precious 
as  men  like  ourselves,  our  companions  in  field  and 
street,  speaking  the  same  tongue,  though  in  many 
dialects,  and  owning  one  creed  under  the  most 
diverse  masks  of  form. 

Much  of  that  merit  of  structure  which  is  claimed 
for  the  ancient  tragedy  is  due,  if  I  am  not  mistaken, 
to  circumstances  external  to  the  drama  itself,  —  to 
custom,  to  convention,  to  the  exigencies  of  the  the- 
atre. It  is  formal  rather  than  organic.  The  Pro- 
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metheus  seems  to  me  one  of  the  few  Greek  trage- 
dies in  which  the  whole  creation  has  developed  itself 
in  perfect  proportion  from  one  central  germ  of  liv- 
ing conception.  The  motive  of  the  ancient  drama 
is  generally  outside  of  it,  while  in  the  modern 
(at  least  in  the  English)  it  is  necessarily  within. 
Goethe,  in  a  thoughtful  essay,1  written  many  years 
later  than  his  famous  criticism  of  Hamlet  in  Wil- 
helm  Meister,  says  that  the  distinction  between  the 
two  is  the  difference  between  sollen  and  wollen, 
that  is,  between  must  and  would.  He  means  that 
in  the  Greek  drama  the  catastrophe  is  foreordained 
by  an  inexorable  Destiny,  while  the  element  of 
Freewill,  and  consequently  of  choice,  is  the  very 
axis  of  the  modern.  The  definition  is  conveniently 
portable,  but  it  has  its  limitations.  Goethe's  atten- 
tion was  too  exclusively  fixed  on  the  Fate  tragedies 
of  the  Greeks,  and  upon  Shakespeare  among  the 
moderns.  In  the  Spanish  drama,  for  example,  cus- 
tom, loyalty,  honor,  and  religion  are  as  imperative 
and  as  inevitable  as  doom.  In  the  Antigone,  on 
the  other  hand,  the  crisis  lies  in  the  character  of 
the  protagonist.  In  this  sense  it  is  modern,  and  is 
the  first  example  of  true  character-painting  in 
tragedy.  But,  from  whatever  cause,  that  exquisite 
analysis  of  complex  motives,  and  the  display  of 
them  in  action  and  speech,  which  constitute  for  us 
the  abiding  charm  of  fiction,  were  quite  unknown 
to  the  ancients.  They  reached  their  height  in  Cer- 
vantes and  Shakespeare,  and,  though  on  a  lower 
plane,  still  belong  to  the  upper  region  of  art  in  Le 

1  Shakspeare  und  kein  Ende. 
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Sage,  Moliere,  and  Fielding.  The  personages  of  the 
Greek  tragedy  seem  to  be  commonly  rather  types 
than  individuals.  In  the  modern  tragedy,  certainly 
in  the  four  greatest  of  Shakespeare's  tragedies, 
there  is  still  something  very  like  Destiny,  only 
the  place  of  it  is  changed.  It  is  no  longer  above 
man,  but  in  him  ;  yet  the  catastrophe  is  as  sternly 
foredoomed  in  the  characters  of  Lear,  Othello, 
Macbeth,  and  Hamlet  as  it  could  be  by  an  infalli- 
ble oracle.  In  Macbeth,  indeed,  the  Weird  Sisters 
introduce  an  element  very  like  Fate ;  but  generally 
it  may  be  said  that  with  the  Greeks  the  character 
is  involved  in  the  action,  while  with  Shakespeare 
the  action  is  evolved  from  the  character.  In  the 
one  case,  the  motive  of  the  play  controls  the  per- 
sonages ;  in  the  other,  the  chief  personages  are  in 
themselves  the  motive  to  which  all  else  is  subsidi- 
ary. In  any  comparison,  therefore,  of  Shakespeare 
with  the  ancients,  we  are  not  to  contrast  him  with 
them  as  unapproachable  models,  but  to  consider 
whether  he.  like  them,  did  not  consciously  en- 
deavor, under  the  circumstances  and  limitations  in 
which  he  found  himself,  to  produce  the  most  excel- 
lent thing  possible,  a  model  also  in  its  own  kind,  — 
whether  higher  or  lower  in  degree  is  another  ques- 
tion. The  only  fair  comparison  would  be  between 
him  and  that  one  of  his  contemporaries  who  en- 
deavored to  anachronize  himself,  so  to  speak,  and 
to  subject  his  art,  so  far  as  might  be,  to  the  laws 
of  classical  composition.  Ben  Jonson  was  a  great 
man,  and  has  sufficiently  proved  that  he  had  an 
eye  for  the  external  marks  of  character  ;  but  when 
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he  would  make  a  whole  of  them,  he  gives  us  in- 
stead either  a  bundle  of  humors  or  an  incorporated 
idea.  With  Shakespeare  the  plot  is  an  interior 
organism,  hi  Jonson  an  external  contrivance.  It  is 
the  difference  between  man  and  tortoise.  In  the 
one  the  osseous  structure  is  out  of  sight,  indeed, 
but  sustains  the  flesh  and  blood  that  envelop  it, 
while  the  other  is  boxed  up  and  imprisoned  in  his 
bones. 

I  have  been  careful  to  confine  myself  to  what 
may  be  called  Shakespeare's  ideal  tragedies.  In  the 
purely  historical  or  chronicle  plays,  the  conditions 
are  different,  and  his  imagination  submits  itself  to 
the  necessary  restrictions  on  its  freedom  of  move- 
ment. Outside  the  tragedies  also,  the  Tempest 
makes  an  exception  worthy  of  notice.  If  I  read  it 
rightly,  it  is  an  example  of  how  a  great  poet  should 
write  allegory,  —  not  embodying  metaphysical  ab- 
stractions, but  giving  us  ideals  abstracted  from  life 
itself,  suggesting  an  under-meaning  everywhere, 
forcing  it  upon  us  nowhere,  tantalizing  the  mind 
with  hints  that  imply  so  much  and  tell  so  little, 
and  yet  keep  the  attention  all  eye  and  ear  with 
eager,  if  fruitless,  expectation.  Here  the  leading 
characters  are  not  merely  typical,  but  symbolical, 
—  that  is,  they  do  not  illustrate  a  class  of  persons, 
they  belong  to  universal  Nature.  Consider  the 
scene  of  the  play.  Shakespeare  is  wont  to  take 
some  familiar  story,  to  lay  his  scene  in  some  place 
the  name  of  which,  at  least,  is  familiar,  —  well 
knowing  the  reserve  of  power  that  lies  in  the 
familiar  as  a  background,  when  things  are  set  in 
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front  of  it  under  a  new  and  unexpected  light.  But 
in  the  Tempest  the  scene  is  laid  nowhere,  or  cer- 
tainly in  no  country  laid  down  on  any  map.  No- 
where, then  ?  At  once  nowhere  and  anywhere,  — 
for  it  is  in  the  soul  of  man,  that  still  vexed  island 
hung  between  the  upper  and  the  nether  world,  and 
liable  to  incursions  from  both.  There  is  scarce  a 
play  of  Shakespeare's  in  which  there  is  such  variety 
of  character,  none  in  which  character  has  so  little 
to  do  in  the  carrying  on  and  development  of  the 
story.  But  consider  for  a  moment  if  ever  the  Im- 
agination has  been  so  embodied  as  in  Prospero, 
the  Fancy  as  in  Ariel,  the  brute  Understanding  as 
in  Caliban,  who,  the  moment  his  poor  wits  are 
warmed  with  the  glorious  liquor  of  Stephano,  plots 
rebellion  against  his  natural  lord,  the  higher  Rea- 
son. Miranda  is  mere  abstract  Womanhood,  as 
truly  so  before  she  sees  Ferdinand  as  Eve  before 
she  was  wakened  to  consciousness  by  the  echo  of 
her  own  nature  coming  back  to  her,  the  same,  and 
yet  not  the  same,  from  that  of  Adam.  Ferdinand, 
again,  is  nothing  more  than  Youth,  compelled  to 
drudge  at  something  he  despises,  till  the  sacrifice 
of  will  and  abnegation  of  self  win  him  his  ideal  in 
Miranda.  The  subordinate  personages  are  simply 
types ;  Sebastian  and  Antonio,  of  weak  character 
and  evil  ambition ;  Gonzalo,  of  average  sense  and 
honesty ;  Adrian  and  Francisco,  of  the  walking 
gentlemen  who  serve  to  fill  up  a  world.  They  are 
not  characters  in  the  same  sense  with  lago,  Falstaff, 
Shallow,  or  Leontius  ;  and  it  is  curious  how  every 
one  of  them  loses  his  way  in  this  enchanted  island 
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of  life,  all  the  victims  of  one  illusion  after  another, 
except  Prospero,  whose  ministers  are  purely  ideal. 
The  whole  play,  indeed,  is  a  succession  of  illusions, 
winding  up  with  those  solemn  words  of  the  great 
enchanter  who  had  summoned  to  his  service  every 
shape  of  merriment  or  passion,  every  figure  in  the 
great  tragi-comedy  of  life,  and  who  was  now  bid- 
ding farewell  to  the  scene  of  his  triumphs.  For 
in  Prospero  shall  we  not  recognize  the  Artist  him- 
self, — 

"  That  did  not  better  for  his  life  provide 
Than  public  means  which  public  manners  breeds, 
Whence  comes  it  that  his  name  receives  a  brand,"  — 

who  has  forfeited  a  shining  place  in  the  world's 
eye  by  devotion  to  his  art,  and  who,  turned  adrift 
on  the  ocean  of  life  in  the  leaky  carcass  of  a  boat, 
has  shipwrecked  on  that  Fortunate  Island  (as  men 
always  do  who  find  their  true  vocation)  where  he 
is  absolute  lord,  making  all  the  powers  of  Nature 
serve  him,  but  with  Ariel  and  Caliban  as  special 
ministers?  Of  whom  else  could  he  have  been 
thinking,  when  he  says,  — 

' '  Graves,  at  my  command, 

Have  -waked  their  sleepers,  oped,  and  let  them  forth, 
By  my  so  potent  art "  ? 

Was  this  man,  so  extraordinary  from  whatever 
side  we  look  at  him,  who  ran  so  easily  through  the 
whole  scale  of  human  sentiment,  from  the  homely 
common-sense  of  "  When  two  men  ride  of  one 
horse,  one  must  ride  behind,"  to  the  transcendental 
subtilty  of 
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"  No,  Time,  thou  shalt  not  boast  that  I  do  change ; 
Thy  pyramids,  built  tip  with  newer  might, 
To  me  are  nothing  novel,  nothing  strange ; 
They  are  but  dressings  of  a  former  sight,"  — 

was  he  alone  so  unconscious  of  powers,  some  part 
of  whose  magic  is  recognized  by  all  mankind,  from 
the  school-boy  to  the  philosopher,  that  he  merely 
sat  by  and  saw  them  go  without  the  least  notion 
what  they  were  about?  Was  he  an  inspired  idiot, 
votre  bizarre  Shakespeare  ?  a  vast,  irregular  gen- 
ius? a  simple  rustic,  warbling  his  native  wood- 
notes  wild,  in  other  words,  insensible  to  the  benefits 
of  culture?  When  attempts  have  been  made  at 
various  times  to  prove  that  this  singular  and  seem- 
ingly contradictory  creature,  not  one,  but  all  man- 
kind's epitome,  was  a  musician,  a  lawyer,  a  doctor, 
a  Catholic,  a  Protestant,  an  atheist,  an  Irishman, 
a  discoverer  of  the  circulation  of  the  blood,  and 
finally,  that  he  was  not  himself,  but  somebody 
•*lse,  is  it  not  a  little  odd  that  the  last  thing  any- 
body should  have  thought  of  proving  him  was  an 
artist?  Nobody  believes  any  longer  that  imme- 
diate inspiration  is  possible  in  modern  times  (as  if 
God  had  grown  old),  —  at  least,  nobody  believes  it 
of  the  prophets  of  those  days,  of  John  of  Leyden, 
or  Reeves,  or  Muggleton,  —  and  yet  everybody 
seems  to  take  it  for  granted  of  this  one  man  Shake- 
speare. He,  somehow  or  other,  without  knowing 
it,  was  able  to  do  what  none  of  the  rest  of  them, 
though  knowing  it  all  too  perfectly  well,  could  be- 
gin to  do.  Everybody  seems  to  get  afraid  of  him 
in  turn.  Voltaire  plays  gentleman  usher  for  him 
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to  his  countrymen,  and  then,  perceiving  that  his 
countrymen  find  a  flavor  in  him  beyond  that  of 
Zaire  or  Mahomet,  discovers  him  to  be  a  Sauvage 
ivre,  sans  le  moindre  etincelle  de  bon  gout,  et  sans 
le  moindre  connoissance  des  regies.  Goethe,  who 
tells  us  that  Gbtz  von  Berlichingen  was  written 
in  the  Shakespearian  manner,  —  and  we  certainly 
should  not  have  guessed  it,  if  he  had  not  blabbed, 
—  comes  to  the  final  conclusion,  that  Shakespeare 
was  a  poet,  but  not  a  dramatist.  Chateaubriand 
thinks  that  he  has  corrupted  art.  "  If,  to  attain,'* 
he  says,  "  the  height  of  tragic  art,  it  be  enough  to 
heap  together  disparate  scenes  without  order  and 
without  connection,  to  dovetail  the  burlesque  with 
the  pathetic,  to  set  the  water-carrier  beside  the 
monarch  and  the  huckster-wench  beside  the  queen, 
who  may  not  reasonably  flatter  himself  with  being 
the  rival  of  the  greatest  masters?  Whoever  should 
give  himself  the  trouble  to  retrace  a  single  one  of 
his  days,  ...  to  keep  a  journal  from  hour  to  hour, 
would  have  made  a  drama  in  the  fashion  of  the 
English  poet."  But  there  are  journak  and  jour- 
nals, as  the  French  say,  and  what  goes  into  them 
depends  on  the  eye  that  gathers  for  them.  It  is  a 
long  step  from  St.  Simon  to  Dangeau,  from  Pepys 
to  Thoresby,  from  Shakespeare  even  to  the  Mar- 
quis de  Chateaubriand.  M.  Hugo  alone,  convinced 
that,  as  founder  of  the  French  Romantic*  School, 
there  is  a  kind  of  family  likeness  between  himself 
and  Shakespeare,  stands  boldly  forth  to  prove  the 
father  as  extravagant  as  the  son.  Calm  yourself, 
M.  Hugo,  you  are  no  more  a  child  of  his  than  Will 
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Davenant  was !  But,  after  all,  is  it  such  a  great 
crime  to  produce  something  absolutely  new  in  a 
world  so  tedious  as  ours,  and  so  apt  to  tell  its  old 
stories  over  again?  I  do  not  mean  new  in  sub- 
stance, but  in  the  manner  of  presentation.  Surely 
the  highest  office  of  a  great  poet  is  to  show  us  how 
much  variety,  freshness,  and  opportunity  abides  in 
the  obvious  and  familiar.  He  invents  nothing,  but 
seems  rather  to  re-discover  the  world  about  him, 
and  his  penetrating  vision  gives  to  things  of  daily 
encounter  something  of  the  strangeness  of  new 
creation.  Meanwhile  the  changed  conditions  of 
modern  life  demand  a  change  in  the  method  of 
treatment.  The  ideal  is  not  a  strait-waistcoat. 
Because  Alexis  and  Dora  is  so  charming,  shall  we 
have  no  Paul  and  Virginia  ?  It  was  the  idle  en- 
deavor to  reproduce  the  old  enchantment  in  the  old 
way  that  gave  us  the  pastoral,  sent  to  the  garret 
now  with  our  grandmothers'  achievements  of  the 
same  sort  in  worsted.  Every  age  says  to  its  poets, 
like  a  mistress  to  her  lover,  "  Tell  me  what  I  am 
like  "  ;  and  he  who  succeeds  in  catching  the  evan- 
escent expression  that  reveals  character  —  which  is 
as  much  as  to  say,  what  is  intrinsically  human  — 
will  be  found  to  have  caught  something  as  imper- 
ishable as  human  nature  itself.  Aristophanes,  by 
the  vital  and  essential  qualities  of  his  humorous 
satire,  is  already  more  nearly  our  contemporary 
than  Moliere;  and  even  the  Trouveres,  careless 
and  trivial  as  they  mostly  are,  could  fecundate  a 
great  poet  like  Chaucer,  and  are  still  delightful 
reading. 
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The  Attic  tragedy  still  keeps  its  hold  upon  the 
loyalty  of  scholars  through  their  imagination,  or 
their  pedantry,  or  their  feeling  of  an  exclusive  prop- 
erty, as  may  happen,  and,  however  alloyed  with 
baser  matter,  this  loyalty  is  legitimate  and  well  be- 
stowed. But  the  dominion  of  the  Shakespearian 
is  even  wider.  It  pushes  forward  its  boundaries 
from  year  to  year,  and  moves  no  landmark  back- 
ward. Here  Alfieri  and  Lessing  own  a  common 
allegiance;  and  the  loyalty  to  him  is  one  not  of 
guild  or  tradition,  but  of  conviction  and  enthusi- 
asm. Can  this  be  said  of  any  other  modern?  of 
robust  Corneille  ?  of  tender  Racine  ?  of  Calderon 
even,  with  his  tropical  warmth  and  vigor  of  produc- 
tion ?  The  Greeks  and  he  are  alike  and  alone  in 
this,  and  for  the  same  reason,  that  both  are  un- 
approachably the  highest  in  their  kind.  Call  him 
Gothic,  if  you  like,  but  the  inspiring  mind  that 
presided  over  the  growth  of  these  clustered  masses 
of  arch  and  spire  and  pinnacle  and  buttress  is 
neither  Greek  nor  Gothic,  —  it  is  simply  genius 
lending  itself  to  embody  the  new  desire  of  man's 
mind,  as  it  had  embodied  the  old.  After  all,  to  be 
delightful  is  to  be  classic,  and  the  chaotic  never 
pleases  long.  But  manifoldness  is  not  confusion, 
any  more  than  formalism  is  simplicity.  If  Shake- 
speare rejected  the  unities,  as  I  think  he  who  com- 
plains of  "  Art  made  tongue-tied  by  Authority " 
might  very  well  deliberately  do,  it  was  for  the  sake 
of  an  imaginative  unity  more  intimate  than  any  of 
time  and  place.  The  antique  in  itself  is  not  the 
ideal,  though  its  remoteness  from  the  vulgarity  of 
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every-day  associations  helps  to  make  it  seem  so. 
The  true  ideal  is  not  opposed  to  the  real,  nor  is  it 
any  artificial  heightening  thereof,  but  lies  in  it,  and 
blessed  are  the  eyes  that  find  it !  It  is  the  mens 
divinior  which  hides  within  the  actual,  transfigur- 
ing matter-of-fact  into  matter-of-meaning  for  him 
who  has  the  gift  of  second-sight.  In  this  sense 
Hogarth  is  often  more  truly  ideal  than  Raphael, 
Shakespeare  often  more  truly  so  than  the  Greeks. 
I  think  it  is  a  more  or  less  conscious  perception  of 
this  ideality,  as  it  is  a  more  or  less  well-grounded 
persuasion  of  it  as  respects  the  Greeks,  that  assures 
to  him,  as  to  them,  and  with  equal  justice,  a  perma- 
nent supremacy  over  the  minds  of  men.  This  gives 
to  his  characters  their  universality,  to  his  thought 
its  irradiating  property,  while  the  artistic  purpose 
running  through  and  combining  the  endless  variety 
of  scene  and  character  will  alone  account  for  his 
power  of  dramatic  effect.  Goethe  affirmed,  that, 
without  Schroder's  prunings  and  adaptations, 
Shakespeare  was  too  undramatic  for  the  German 
theatre,  —  that,  if  the  theory  that  his  plays  should 
be  represented  textually  should  prevail,  he  would 
be  driven  from  the  boards.  The  theory  has  pre- 
vailed, and  he  not  only  holds  his  own,  but  is  acted 
oftener  than  ever.  It  is  not  irregular  genius  that 
can  do  this,  for  surely  Germany  need  not  go  abroad 
for  what  her  own  Werners  could  more  than  amply 
supply  her  with. 

But  I  would  much  rather  quote  a  fine  saying 
than  a  bad  prophecy  of  a  man  to  whom  I  owe  so 
much.  Goethe,  in  one  of  the  most  perfect  of  his 
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shorter  poems,  tells  us  that  a  poem  is  like  a  painted 
window.  Seen  from  without,  (and  he  accordingly 
justifies  the  Philistine,  who  never  looks  at  them 
otherwise,)  they  seem  dingy  and  confused  enough ; 
but  enter,  and  then 

"  Da  ist's  auf  einmal  farbig  belle, 
Gescbicht'  und  Zierath  glanzt  in  Scbnelle." 

With  the  same  feeling  he  says  elsewhere  in  prose, 
that  "  there  is  a  destructive  criticism  and  a  pro- 
ductive. The  former  is  very  easy;  for  one  has 
only  to  set  up  in  his  mind  any  standard,  any  model, 
however  narrow"  (let  us  say  the  Greeks),  "and 
then  boldly  assert  that  the  work  under  review  does 
not  match  with  it,  and  therefore  is  good  for  noth- 
ing, —  the  matter  is  settled,  and  one  must  at  once 
deny  its  claim.  Productive  criticism  is  a  great 
deal  more  difficult ;  it  asks,  What  did  the  author 
propose  to  himself?  Is  what  he  proposes  reason- 
able and  comprehensible?  and  how  far  has  he 
succeeded  in  carrying  it  out  ?  "  It  is  in  applying 
this  latter  kind  of  criticism  to  Shakespeare  that 
the  Germans  have  set  us  an  example  worthy  of  all 
commendation.  If  they  have  been  sometimes  over- 
subtile,  they  at  least  had  the  merit  of  first  looking 
at  his  works  as  wholes,  as  something  that  very- 
likely  contained  an  idea,  perhaps  conveyed  a  moral, 
if  we  could  get  at  it.  The  illumination  lent  us  by 
most  of  the  English  commentators  reminds  us  of 
the  candles  which  guides  hold  up  to  show  us  a  pic- 
ture in  a  dark  place,  the  smoke  of  which  gradually 
makes  the  work  of  the  artist  invisible  under  its 
repeated  layers.  Lessing,  as  might  have  been  ex- 
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pected,  opened  the  first  glimpse  in  the  new  direc- 
tion ;  Goethe  followed  with  his  famous  exposition 
of  Hamlet ;  A.  W.  Schlegel  took  a  more  compre- 
hensive view  in  his  Lectures,  which  Coleridge 
worked  over  into  English,  adding  many  fine  criti- 
cisms of  his  own  on  single  passages ;  and  finally, 
Gervinus  has  devoted  four  volumes  to  a  comment 
on  the  plays,  full  of  excellent  matter,  though  push- 
ing the  moral  exegesis  beyond  all  reasonable 
bounds.1  With  the  help  of  all  these,  and  especially 
of  the  last,  I  shall  apply  this  theory  of  criticism  to 
Hamlet,  not  in  the  hope  of  saying  anything  new, 
but  of  bringing  something  to  the  support  of  the 
thesis,  that,  if  Shakespeare  was  skilful  as  a  play- 
wright, he  was  even  greater  as  a  dramatist,  —  that, 
if  his  immediate  business  was  to  fill  the  theatre,  his 
higher  object  was  to  create  something  which,  by 
fulfilling  the  conditions  and  answering  the  require- 
ments of  modern  life,  should  as  truly  deserve  to  be 
called  a  work  of  art  as  others  had  deserved  it  by  do- 
ing the  same  thing  in  former  times  and  under  other 
circumstances.  Supposing  him  to  have  accepted  — 
consciously  or  not  is  of  little  importance  —  the 
new  terms  of  the  problem  which  makes  character 
the  pivot  of  dramatic  action,  and  consequently  the 
key  of  dramatic  unity,  how  far  did  be  succeed  ? 

Before  attempting  my  analysis,  I  must  clear 
away  a  little  rubbish.  Are  such  anachronisms  as 
those  of  which  Voltaire  accuses  Shakespeare  in 
Hamlet,  such  as  the  introduction  of  cannon  before 

1  I  do  not  mention  Ulrici's  book,  for  it  seems  to  me  unwieldy 
and  dull,  —  zeal  without  knowledge. 
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the  invention  of  gunpowder,  and  making  Chris- 
tians of  the  Danes  three  centuries  too  soon,  of  the 
least  bearing  aesthetically  ?  I  think  not ;  but  as 
they  are  of  a  piece  with  a  great  many  other  criti- 
cisms upon  the  great  poet,  it  is  worth  while  to 
dwell  upon  them  a  moment. 

The  first  demand  we  make  upon  whatever  claims 
to  be  a  work  of  art  (and  we  have  a  right  to  make 
it)  is  that  it  shall  be  in  keeping.  Now  this  pro- 
priety is  of  two  kinds,  either  extrinsic  or  intrinsic. 
In  the  first  I  should  class  whatever  relates  rather 
to  the  body  than  the  soul  of  the  work,  such  as 
fidelity  to  the  facts  of  history,  (wherever  that  is 
important,)  congruity  of  costume,  and  the  like,  — 
in  short,  whatever  might  come  under  the  head  of 
picturesque  truth,  a  departure  from  which  would 
shock  too  rudely  our  preconceived  associations.  I 
have  seen  an  Indian  chief  in  French  boots,  and  he 
seemed  to  me  almost  tragic ;  but,  put  upon  the 
stage  in  tragedy,  he  would  have  been  ludicrous. 
Lichtenberg,  writing  from  London  in  17T5,  tells 
us  that  Garrick  played  Hamlet  in  a  suit  of  the 
French  fashion,  then  commonly  worn,  and  that  he 
was  blamed  for  it  by  some  of  the  critics ;  but,  he 
says,  one  hears  no  such  criticism  during  the  play, 
nor  on  the  way  home,  nor  at  supper  afterwards,  nor 
indeed  till  the  emotion  roused  by  the  great  actor 
has  had  time  to  subside.  He  justifies  Garrick, 
though  we  should  not  be  able  to  endure  it  now. 
Yet  nothing  would  be  gained  by  trying  to  make 
Hamlet's  costume  true  to  the  assumed  period  of 
the  play,  for  the  scene  of  it  is  laid  in  a  Denmark 
that  has  no  dates. 
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In  the  second  and  more  important  category,  I 
should  put,  first,  coordination  of  character,  that 
is,  a  certain  variety  in  harmony  of  the  personages 
of  a  drama,  as  in  the  attitudes  and  coloring  of  the 
figures  in  a  pictorial  composition,  so  that,  while 
mutually  relieving  and  setting  off  each  other,  they 
shall  combine  in  the  total  impression ;  second,  that 
subordinate  truth  to  Nature  which  makes  each 
character  coherent  in  itself  ;  and,  third,  such  pro- 
priety of  costume  and  the  like  as  shall  satisfy  the 
superhistoric  sense,  to  which,  and  to  which  alone, 
the  higher  drama  appeals.  All  these  come  within 
the  scope  of  imaginative  truth.  To  illustrate  my 
third  head  by  an  example.  Tieck  criticises  John 
Kemble's  dressing  for  Macbeth  in  a  modern  High- 
land costume,  as  being  ungraceful  without  any 
countervailing  merit  of  historical  exactness.  I 
think  a  deeper  reason  for  his  dissatisfaction  might 
be  found  in  the  fact,  that  this  garb,  with  its  purely 
modern  and  British  army  associations,  is  out  of 
place  on  Forres  Heath,  and  drags  the  Weird  Sisters 
down  with  it  from  their  proper  imaginative  remote- 
ness in  the  gloom  of  the  past  to  the  disenchanting 
glare  of  the  foot-lights.  It  is  not  the  antiquarian, 
but  the  poetic  conscience  that  is  wounded.  To 
this,  exactness,  so  far  as  concerns  ideal  representa- 
tion, may  not  only  not  be  truth,  but  may  even  be 
opposed  to  it.  Anachronisms  and  the  like  are  in 
themselves  of  no  account,  and  become  important 
only  when  they  make  a  gap  too  wide  for  our  illu- 
sion to  cross  unconsciously,  that  is,  when  they  are 
anacoluthons  to  the  imagination.  The  aim  of  the 
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artist  is  psychologic,  not  historic  truth.  It  is  com- 
paratively easy  for  an  author  to  get  up  any  period 
with  tolerable  minuteness  in  externals,  but  readers 
and  audiences  find  more  difficulty  in  getting  them 
down,  though  oblivion  swallows  scores  of  them  at 
a  gulp.  The  saving  truth  in  such  matters  is  a 
truth  to  essential  and  permanent  characteristics. 
The  Ulysses  of  Shakespeare,  like  the  Ulysses  of 
Dante  and  Tennyson,  more  or  less  harmonizes  with 
our  ideal  conception  of  the  wary,  long-consider- 
ing, though  adventurous  son  of  Laertes,  yet  Simon 
Lord  Lovat  is  doubtless  nearer  the  original  type. 
In  Hamlet,  though  there  be  no  Denmark  of  the 
ninth  century,  Shakespeare  has  suggested  the  pre- 
vailing rudeness  of  manners  quite  enough  for  his 
purpose.  We  see  it  in  the  single  combat  of  Ham- 
let's father  with  the  elder  Fortinbras,  in  the  vulgar 
wassail  of  the  king,  in  the  English  monarch  being 
expected  to  hang  Rosencrantz  and  Guildenstern  out 
of  hand  merely  to  oblige  his  cousin  of  Denmark,  in 
Laertes,  sent  to  Paris  to  be  made  a  gentleman  of, 
becoming  instantly  capable  of  any  the  most  bar- 
barous treachery  to  glut  his  vengeance.  We  can- 
not fancy  Ragnar  Lodbrog  or  Eric  the  Red  matri- 
culating at  Wittenberg,  but  it  was  essential  that 
Hamlet  should  be  a  scholar,  and  Shakespeare  sends 
him  thither  without  more  ado.  All  through  the 
play  we  get  the  notion  of  a  state  of  society  in  which 
a  savage  nature  has  disguised  itself  in  the  exter- 
nals of  civilization,  like  a  Maori  deacon,  who  has 
only  to  strip  and  he  becomes  once  more  a  tattooed 
pagan  with  his  mouth  watering  for  a  spare-rib  of 
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his  pastor.  Historically,  at  the  date  of  Hamlet, 
the  Danes  were  in  the  habit  of  burning  their  ene- 
mies alive  in  their  houses,  with  as  much  of  their 
family  about  them  as  might  be  to  make  it  comfort- 
able. Shakespeare  seems  purposely  to  have  disso- 
ciated his  play  from  history  by  changing  nearly 
every  name  in  the  original  legend.  The  motive  of 
the  play  —  revenge  as  a  religious  duty  —  belongs 
only  to  a  social  state  in  which  the  traditions  of 
barbarism  are  still  operative,  but,  with  infallible 
artistic  judgment,  Shakespeare  has  chosen,  not  un- 
tamed Nature,  as  he  found  it  in  history,  but  the 
period  of  transition,  a  period  in  which  the  times 
are  always  out  of  joint,  and  thus  the  irresolution 
which  has  its  root  in  Hamlet's  own  character  is 
stimulated  by  the  very  incompatibility  of  that  leg- 
acy of  vengeance  he  has  inherited  from  the  past 
with  the  new  culture  and  refinement  of  which  he 
is  the  representative.  One  of  the  few  books  which 
Shakespeare  is  known  to  have  possessed  was  Mo- 
rio's  Montaigne,  and  he  might  well  have  transferred 
the  Frenchman's  motto,  Que  sqaisje  f  to  the  front 
of  his  tragedy ;  nor  can  I  help  fancying  something 
more  than  accident  in  the  fact  that  Hamlet  has 
been  a  student  at  Wittenberg,  whence  those  new 
ideas  went  forth,  of  whose  results  in  unsettling 
men's  faith,  and  consequently  disqualifying  them 
for  promptness  in  action,  Shakespeare  had  been 
not  only  an  eye-witness,  but  which  he  must  actually 
have  experienced  in  himself. 

One  other  objection  let  me  touch  upon  here,  es- 
pecially as  it  has  been  urged  against  Hamlet,  and 
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that  is  the  introduction  of  low  characters  and  comic 
scenes  in  tragedy.  Even  Garrick,  who  had  just 
assisted  at  the  Stratford  Jubilee,  where  Shake- 
speare had  been  pronounced  divine,  was  induced 
by  this  absurd  outcry  for  the  proprieties  of  the 
tragic  stage  to  omit  the  grave-diggers'  scene  from 
Hamlet.  Leaving  apart  the  fact  that  Shakespeare 
would  not  have  been  the  representative  poet  he  is, 
if  he  had  not  given  expression  to  this  striking  ten- 
dency of  the  Northern  races,  which  shows  itself 
constantly,  not  only  in  their  literature,  but  even  in 
their  mythology  and  their  architecture,  the  grave- 
diggers'  scene  always  impresses  me  as  one  of  the 
most  pathetic  in  the  whole  tragedy.  That  Shake- 
speare introduced  such  scenes  and  characters  with 
deliberate  intention,  and  with  a  view  to  artistic  re- 
lief and  contrast,  there  can  hardly  be  a  doubt.  We 
must  take  it  for  granted  that  a  man  whose  works 
show  everywhere  the  results  of  judgment  some- 
times acted  with  forethought.  I  find  the  springs 
of  the  profoundest  sorrow  and  pity  in  this  hard- 
ened indifference  of  the  grave-diggers,  in  their 
careless  discussion  as  to  whether  Ophelia's  death 
were  by  suicide  or  no,  in  their  singing  and  jesting 
at  their  dreary  work. 

"  A  pickaxe  and  a  spade,  a  spade, 
For  —  and  a  shrouding-sheet : 
O,  a  pit  of  clay  for  to  be  made 
For  such  a  guest  is  meet !  " 

We  know  who  is  to  be  the  guest  of  this  earthen 
hospitality,—  how  much  beauty,  love,  and  heart- 
break are  to  be  covered  in  that  pit  of  clay.  All 
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we  remember  of  Ophelia  reacts  upon  us  with  ten- 
fold force,  and  we  recoil  from  our  amusement  at 
the  ghastly  drollery  of  the  two  delvers  with  a 
shock  of  horror.  That  the  unconscious  Hamlet 
should  stumble  on  this  grave  of  all  others,  that  it 
should  be  here  that  he  should  pause  to  muse  hu~ 
morously  on  death  and  decay,  —  all  this  prepares  us 
for  the  revulsion  of  passion  in  the  next  scene,  and 
for  the  frantic  confession,  — 

"  I  loved  Ophelia ;  forty  thousand  brothers 
Could  not  with  all  their  quantity  of  love 
Make  up  nay  sum !  " 

And  it  is  only  here  that  such  an  asseveration  would 
be  true  even  to  the  feeling  of  the  moment ;  for  it 
is  plain  from  all  we  know  of  Hamlet  that  he  could 
not  so  have  loved  Ophelia,  that  he  was  incapable 
of  the  self-abandonment  of  a  true  passion,  that  he 
would  have  analyzed  this  emotion  as  he  does  all 
others,  would  have  peeped  and  botanized  upon  it 
till  it  became  to  him  a  mere  matter  of  scientific  in- 
terest. All  this  force  of  contrast  and  this  horror 
of  surprise  were  necessary  so  to  intensify  his  re- 
morseful regret  that  he  should  believe  himself  for 
once  in  earnest.  The  speech  of  the  King,  "  O,  he 
is  mad,  Laertes,"  recalls  him  to  himself,  and  he  at 
once  begins  to  rave  :  — 

"  Zounds !  show  me  what  thou  'It  do ! 

Woul't  weep  ?  woul't  fight  ?  woul't  fast  ?  woul't  tear  thyself  ? 
Woul't  drink  up  eysil  ?  eat  a  crocodile  ?  " 

It  is  easy  to  see  that  the  whole  plot  hinges  upon 
the  character  of  Hamlet,  that  Shakespeare's  con- 
ception of  this  was  the  ovum  out  of  which  the 
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whole  organism  was  hatched.  And  here  let  me 
remark,  that  there  is  a  kind  of  genealogical  neces- 
sity in  the  character,  —  a  thing  not  altogether 
strange  to  the  attentive  reader  of  Shakespeare. 
Hamlet  seems  the  natural  result  of  the  mixture  of 
father  and  mother  in  his  temperament,  the  resolu- 
tion and  persistence  of  the  one,  like  sound  timber 
wormholed  and  made  shaky,  as  it  were,  by  the 
other's  infirmity  of  will  and  discontinuity  of  pur- 
pose. In  natures  so  imperfectly  mixed  it  is  not 
uncommon  to  find  vehemence  of  intention  the  pre- 
lude and  counterpoise  of  weak  performance,  the 
conscious  nature  striving  to  keep  up  its  self-respect 
by  a  triumph  in  words  all  the  more  resolute  that 
it  feels  assured  beforehand  of  inevitable  defeat  in 
action.  As  in  such  slipshod  housekeeping  men  are 
their  own  largest  creditors,  they  find  it  easy  to 
stave  off  utter  bankruptcy  of  conscience  by  taking 
up  one  unpaid  promise  with  another  larger,  and 
at  heavier  interest,  till  such  self-swindling  becomes 
habitual  and  by  degrees  almost  painless.  How  did 
Coleridge  discount  his  own  notes  of  this  kind  with 
less  and  less  specie  as  the  figures  lengthened  on  the 
paper !  As  with  Hamlet,  so  it  is  with  Ophelia  and 
Laertes.  The  father's  feebleness  comes  up  again 
in  the  wasting  heartbreak  and  gentle  lunacy  of  the 
daughter,  while  the  son  shows  it  in  a  rashness  of 
impulse  and  act,  a  kind  of  crankiness,  of  whose 
essential  feebleness  we  are  all  the  more  sensible 
as  contrasted  with  a  nature  so  steady  on  its  keel, 
and  drawing  so  much  water,  as  that  of  Horatio, 
—  the  foil  at  once,  in  different  ways,  both  to  him 
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and  Hamlet.  It  was  natural,  also,  that  the  daugh- 
ter of  self-conceited  old  Polonius  should  have  her 
softness  stiffened  with  a  fibre  of  obstinacy ;  for 
there  are  two  kinds  of  weakness,  that  which  breaks, 
and  that  which  bends.  Ophelia's  is  of  the  former 
kind  ;  Hero  is  her  counterpart,  giving  way  before 
calamity,  and  rising  again  so  soon  as  the  pressure 
is  removed. 

I  find  two  passages  in  Dante  that  contain  the 
exactest  possible  definition  of  that  habit  or  quality 
of  Hamlet's  mind  which  justifies  the  tragic  turn  of 
the  play,  and  renders  it  natural  and  unavoidable 
from  the  beginning.  The  first  is  from  the  second 
canto  of  the  Inferno :  — 

"  E  quale  e  quei  che  disvuol  ci5  che  voile, 
E  per  nuovi  pensier  cangia  proposta, 
Si  che  del  cominciar  tutto  si  tolle  ; 
Tal  mi  fee'  io  in  quella  oscura  costa : 
Perche  pensando  consumai  la  impress. 
Che  fu  nel  cominciar  cot  an  to  tosta." 

"  And  like  the  man  who  unwills  what  he  willed, 
And  for  new  thoughts  doth  change  his  first  intent, 
So  that  he  cannot  anywhere  begin, 
Such  became  I  upon  that  slope  obscure, 
Because  with  thinking  I  consumed  resolve, 
That  was  so  ready  at  the  setting  out." 

Again,  in  the  fifth  of  the  Purgatorio  :  — 

"  Che  sempre  1'  uomo  in  cui  pensier  rampolla 
Sovra  pensier,  da  se  dilunga  il  segno, 
Perche  la  foga  1'  un  dell'  altro  insolla." 

"  For  always  he  in  whom  one  thought  buds  forth 
Out  of  another  farther  puts  the  goal, 
For  each  has  only  force  to  mar  the  other." 
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Dante  was  a  profound  metaphysician,  and  as  in 
the  first  passage  he  describes  and  defines  a  certain 
quality  of  mind,  so  in  the  other  he  tells  us  its  re- 
sult in  the  character  and  life,  namely,  indecision 
and  failure,  —  the  goal  farther  off  at  the  end  than 
at  the  beginning.  It  is  remarkable  how  close  a 
resemblance  of  thought,  and  even  of  expression, 
there  is  between  the  former  of  these  quotations  and 
a  part  of  Hamlet's  famous  soliloquy  :  — 

"  Thus  conscience  [i.  e.  consciousness]  doth  make  cowards  of  us 

all: 

And  thus  the  native  hue  of  resolution 
Is  sicklied  o'er  with  the  pale  cast  of  thought, 
And  enterprises  of  great  pith  and  moment 
With  this  regard  their  currents  turn  awry, 
And  lose  the  name  of  action !  " 

It  is  an  inherent  peculiarity  of  a  mind  like  Ham- 
let's that  it  should  be  conscious  of  its  own  defect. 
Men  of  his  type  are  forever  analyzing  their  own 
emotions  and  motives.  They  cannot  do  anything, 
because  they  always  see  two  ways  'of  doing  it. 
They  cannot  determine  on  any  course  of  action,  be- 
cause they  are  always,  as  it  were,  standing  at  the 
cross-roads,  arid  see  too  well  the  disadvantages  of 
every  one  of  them.  It  is  not  that  they  are  inca- 
pable of  resolve,  but  somehow  the  band  between  the 
motive  power  and  the  operative  faculties  is  relaxed 
and  loose.  The  engine  works,  but  the  machinery 
it  should  drive  stands  still.  The  imagination  is  so 
much  in  overplus,  that  thinking  a  thing  becomes 
better  than  doing  it,  and  thought  with  its  easy 
perfection,  capable  of  everything  because  it  can 
accomplish  everything  with  ideal  means,  is  vastly 
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more  attractive  and  satisfactory  than  deed,  which 
must  be  wrought  at  best  with  imperfect   instru- 
ments, and   always  falls   short  of  the  conception 
that  went  before  it.     "  If  to  do,"  says  Portia  in  the 
Merchant  of  Venice,  —  "  if  to  do  were  as  easy  as 
to  know  what  't  were  good  to  do,  chapels  had  been 
churches,  and  poor  men's  cottages  princes'  palaces." 
Hamlet  knows  only  too  well  what  't  were  good  to 
do,  but  he  palters  with   everything  in  a   double 
sense :  he  sees  the  grain  of  good  there  is  in  evil, 
and  the  grain  of  evil  there  is  in  good,  as  they  exist 
in  the  world,  and,  rinding  that  he  can  make  those 
feather-weighted  accidents  balance  each  other,  in- 
fers that  there  is  little  to  choose  between  the  es- 
sences themselves.     He  is  of  Montaigne's  mind, 
and  says  expressly  that  "  there  is  nothing  good  or 
ill,  but  thinking  makes  it  so."     He  dwells  so  ex- 
clusively in  the  world  of  ideas  that  the  world  of 
facts  seems  trifling ;  nothing  is  worth  the  while ; 
and  he  has  been  so  long  objectless  and  purposeless, 
so  far  as  actual  life  is  concerned,  that,  when  at  last 
an  object  and  an  aim  are  forced  upon  him,  he  can- 
not deal  with  them,  and  gropes  about  vainly  for 
a  motive  outside  of  himself  that  shall  marshal  his 
thoughts  for  him  and  guide  his  faculties  into  the 
path  of  action.     He  is  the  victim  not  so  much  of 
feebleness  of  will  as  of  an  intellectual  indifference 
that  hinders  the  will  from  working  long  in  any  one 
direction.    He  wishes  to  will,  but  never  wills.    His 
continual  iteration  of  resolve  shows  that  he  has  no 
resolution.     He   is   capable  of  passionate   energy 
where  the  occasion  presents  itself   suddenly  from 
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without,  because  nothing  is  so  irritable  as  conscious 
irresolution  with  a  duty  to  perform.  But  of  delib- 
erate energy  he  is  not  capable ;  for  there  the  im- 
pulse must  come  from  within,  and  the  blade  of  his 
analysis  is  so  subtile  that  it  can  divide  the  finest 
hair  of  motive  'twixt  north  and  northwest  side, 
leaving  him  desperate  to  choose  between  them. 
The  very  consciousness  of  his  defect  is  an  insuper- 
able bar  to  his  repairing  it  ;  for  the  unity  of  pur- 
pose, which  infuses  every  fibre  of  the  character 
with  will  available  whenever  wanted,  is  impossible 
where  the  mind  can  never  rest  till  it  has  resolved 
that  unity  into  its  component  elements,  and  satis- 
fied itself  which  on  the  whole  is  of  greater  value. 
A  critical  instinct  so  insatiable  that  it  must  turn 
upon  itself,  for  lack  of  something  else  to  hew  and 
hack,  becomes  incapable  at  last  of  originating  any- 
thing except  indecision.  It  becomes  infallible  in 
what  not  to  do.  How  easily  he  might  have  accom- 
plished his  task  is  shown  by  the  conduct  of  Laer- 
tes. When  he  has  a  death  to  avenge,  he  raises  a 
mob,  breaks  into  the  palace,  bullies  the  king,  and 
proves  how  weak  the  usurper  really  was. 

The  world  is  the  victim  of  splendid  parts,  and  is 
slow  to  accept  a  rounded  whole,  because  that  is 
something  which  is  long  in  completing,  still  longer 
in  demonstrating  its  completion.  We  like  to  be 
surprised  into  admiration,  and  not  logically  con- 
vinced that  we  ought  to  admire.  We  are  willing 
to  be  delighted  with  success,  though  we  are  some- 
what indifferent  to  the  homely  qualities  which  in- 
sure it.  Our  thought  is  so  filled  with  the  rocket's 
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burst  of  momentary  splendor  so  far  above  us,  that 
we  forget  the  poor  stick,  useful  and  unseen,  that 
made  its  climbing  possible.  One  of  these  homely 
qualities  is  continuity  of  character,  and  it  escapes 
present  applause  because  it  tells  chiefly  in  the  long 
run,  in  results.  With  his  usual  tact,  Shakespeare 
has  brought  in  such  a  character  as  a  contrast  and 
foil  to  Hamlet.  Horatio  is  the  only  complete  man 
in  the  play,  —  solid,  well-knit,  and  true ;  a  noble, 
quiet  nature,  with  that  highest  of  all  qualities, 
judgment,  always  sane  and  prompt ;  who  never 
drags  his  anchors  for  any  wind  of  opinion  or  for- 
tune, but  grips  all  the  closer  to  the  reality  of 
things.  He  seems  one  of  those  calm,  undemon- 
strative men  whom  we  love  and  admire  without 
asking  to  know  why,  crediting  them  with  the  capa- 
city of  great  things,  without  any  test  of  actual 
achievement,  because  we  feel  that  their  manhood 
is  a  constant  quality,  and  no  mere  accident  of  cir- 
cumstance and  opportunity.  Such  men  are  always 
sure  of  the  presence  of  their  highest  self  on  de- 
mand. Hamlet  is  continually  drawing  bills  on  the 
future,  secured  by  his  promise  of  himself  to  him- 
self, which  he  can  never  redeem.  His  own  some- 
what feminine  nature  recognizes  its  complement  in 
Horatio,  and  clings  to  it  instinctively,  as  naturally 
as  Horatio  is  attracted  by  that  fatal  gift  of  imagi- 
nation, the  absence  of  which  makes  the  strength 
of  his  own  character,  as  its  overplus  does  the  weak- 
ness of  Hamlet's.  It  is  a  happy  marriage  of  two 
minds  drawn  together  by  the  charm  of  unlikeness. 
Hamlet  feels  in  Horatio  the  solid  steadiness  which 
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he  misses  in  himself ;  Horatio  in  Hamlet  that  need 
of  service  and  sustainment  to  render  which  gives 
him  a  consciousness  of  his  own  value.  Hamlet  fills 
the  place  of  a  woman  to  Horatio,  revealing  him 
to  himself  not  only  in  what  he  says,  but  by  a  con- 
stant claim  upon  his  strength  of  nature ;  and  there 
is  great  psychological  truth  in  making  suicide  the 
first  impulse  of  this  quiet,  undemonstrative  man, 
after  Hamlet's  death,  as  if  the  very  reason  for  his 
being  were  taken  away  with  his  friend's  need  of 
him.  In  his  grief,  he  for  the  first  and  only  time 
speaks  of  himself,  is  first  made  conscious  of  him- 
self by  his  loss.  If  this  manly  reserve  of  Horatio 
be  true  to  Nature,  not  less  so  are  the  communica- 
tiveness of  Hamlet  and  his  tendency  to  soliloquize. 
If  self-consciousness  be  alien  to  the  one,  it  is  just 
as  truly  the  happiness  of  the  other.  Like  a  musi- 
cian distrustful  of  himself,  he  is  forever  tuning  his 
instrument,  first  overstraining  this  cord  a  little, 
and  then  that,  but  unable  to  bring  them  into  uni- 
son, or  to  profit  by  it  if  he  could. 

I  do  not  believe  that  Horatio  ever  thought  he 
"  was  not  a  pipe  for  Fortune's  finger  to  play  what 
stop  she  please,"  till  Hamlet  told  him  so.  That 
was  Fortune's  affair,  not  his  ;  let  her  try  it,  if  she 
liked.  He  is  unconscious  of  his  own  peculiar  qual- 
ities, as  men  of  decision  commonly  are,  or  they 
would  not  be  men  of  decision.  When  there  is  a 
thing  to  be  done,  they  go  straight  at  it,  and  for 
the  time  there  is  nothing  for  them  in  the  whole 
universe  but  themselves  and  their  object.  Hamlet, 
on  the  other  hand,  is  always  studying  himself. 
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This  world  and  the  other,  too,  are  always  present 
to  his  mind,  and  there  in  the  corner  is  the  little 
black  kobold  of  a  doubt  making  mouths  at  him. 
He  breaks  down  the  bridges  before  him,  not  be- 
hind  him,  as  a  man  of  action  would  do  ;  but  there 
is  something  more  than  this.  He  is  an  ingrained 
sceptic ;  though  his  is  the  scepticism,  not  of  reason, 
but  of  feeling,  whose  root  is  want  of  faith  in  him- 
self. In  him  it  is  passive,  a  malady  rather  than  a 
function  of  the  mind.  We  might  call  him  insin- 
cere :  not  that  he  was  in  any  sense  a  hypocrite, 
but  only  that  he  never  was  and  never  could  be  in 
earnest.  Never  could  be,  because  no  man  without 
intense  faith  in  something  ever  can.  Even  if  he 
only  believed  in  himself,  that  were  better  than 
nothing ;  for  it  will  carry  a  man  a  great  way  in  the 
outward  successes  of  life,  nay,  will  even  sometimes 
give  him  the  Archimedean  fulcrum  for  moving 
the  world.  But  Hamlet  doubts  everything.  He 
doubts  the  immortality  of  the  soul,  just  after  seeing 
his  father's  spirit,  and  hearing  from  its  mouth  the 
secrets  of  the  other  world.  He  doubts  Horatio 
even,  and  swears  him  to  secrecy  on  the  cross  of 
his  sword,  though  probably  he  himself  has  no  as- 
sured belief  in  the  sacredness  of  the  symbol.  He 
doubts  Ophelia,  and  asks  her,  "Are  you  honest?  " 
He  doubts  the  ghost,  after  he  has  had  a  little  time 
to  think  about  it,  and  so  gets  up  the  play  to  test 
the  guilt  of  the  king.  And  how  coherent  the 
whole  character  is !  With  what  perfect  tact  and 
judgment  Shakespeare,  in  the  advice  to  the  play- 
ers, makes  him  an  exquisite  critic  !  For  just  here 
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that  part  of  his  character  which  would  be  weak  in 
dealing  with  affairs  is  strong.  A  wise  scepticism 
is  the  first  attribute  of  a  good  critic.  He  must  not 
believe  that  the  fire-insurance  offices  will  raise  their 
rates  of  premium  on  the  Charles,  because  the  new 
volume  of  poems  is  printing  at  Riverside  or  the 
University  Press.  He  must  not  believe  so  pro- 
foundly in  the  ancients  as  to  think  it  wholly  out  of 
the  question  that  the  world  has  still  vigor  enough 
in  its  loins  to  beget  some  one  who  will  one  of  these 
days  be  as  good  an  ancient  as  any  of  them. 

Another  striking  quality  in  Hamlet's  nature  is 
his  perpetual  inclination  to  irony.  I  think  this 
has  been  generally  passed  over  too  lightly,  as  if 
it  were  something  external  and  accidental,  rather 
assumed  as  a  mask  than  part  of  the  real  nature  of 
the  man.  It  seems  to  me  to  go  deeper,  to  be  some- 
thing innate,  and  not  merely  factitious.  It  is  noth- 
ing like  the  grave  irony  of  Socrates,  which  was 
the  weapon  of  a  man  thoroughly  in  earnest,  —  the 
boomerang  of  argument,  which  one  throws  in  the 
opposite  direction  of  what  he  means  to  hit,  and 
which  seems  to  be  flying  away  from  the  adversary, 
who  will  presently  find  himself  knocked  down  by 
it.  It  is  not  like  the  irony  of  Tiinon,  which  is  but 
the  wilful  refraction  of  a  clear  mind  twisting  awry 
whatever  enters  it,  —  or  of  lago,  which  is  the  slime 
that  a  nature  essentially  evil  loves  to  trail  over  all 
beauty  and  goodness  to  taint  them  with  distrust :  it 
is  the  half-jest,  half-earnest  of  an  inactive  tem- 
perament that  has  not  quite  made  up  its  mind 
whether  life  is  a  reality  or  no,  whether  men  were 
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not  made  in  jest,  and  which  amuses  itself  equally 
with  finding  a  deep  meaning  in  trivial  things  and 
a  trifling  one  in  the  profoundest  mysteries  of  be- 
ing, because  the  want  of  earnestness  in  its  own 
essence  infects  everything  else  with  its  own  in- 
difference. If  there  be  now  and  then  an  unman- 
nerly rudeness  and  bitterness  in  it,  as  in  the  scenes 
with  Polonius  and  Osrick,  we  must  remember  that 
Hamlet  was  just  in  the  condition  which  spurs  men 
to  sallies  of  this  kind :  dissatisfied,  at  one  neither 
with  the  world  nor  with  himself,  and  accordingly 
casting  about  for  something  out  of  himself  to  vent 
his  spleen  upon.  But  even  in  these  passages  there 
is  no  hint  of  earnestness,  of  any  purpose  beyond 
the  moment ;  they  are  mere  cat's-paws  of  vexation, 
and  not  the  deep-raking  ground-swell  of  passion, 
as  we  see  it  in  the  sarcasm  of  Lear. 

The  question  of  Hamlet's  madness  has  been 
much  discussed  and  variously  decided.  High  med- 
ical authority  has  pronounced,  as  usual,  on  both 
sides  of  the  question.  But  the  induction  has  been 
drawn  from  too  narrow  premises,  being  based  on  a 
mere  diagnosis  of  the  case,  and  not  on  an  apprecia- 
tion of  the  character  in  its  completeness.  We  have 
a  case  of  pretended  madness  in  the  Edgar  of  King 
Lear  ;  and  it  is  certainly  true  that  that  is  a  char- 
coal sketch,  coarsely  outlined,  compared  with  the 
delicate  drawing,  the  lights,  shades,  and  half -tints  of 
the  portraiture  in  Hamlet.  But  does  this  tend  to 
prove  that  the  madness  of  the  latter,  because  truer 
to  the  recorded  observation  of  experts,  is  real,  and 
meant  to  be  real,  as  the  other  to  be  fictitious  ?  Not 
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in  the  least,  as  it  appears  to  me.  Hamlet,  among 
all  the  characters  of  Shakespeare,  is  the  most  emi- 
nently a  metaphysician  and  psychologist.  He  is  a 
close  observer,  continually  analyzing  his  own  nature 
and  that  of  others,  letting  fall  his  little  drops  of  acid 
irony  on  all  who  come  near  him,  to  make  them  show 
what  they  are  made  of.  Even  Ophelia  is  not  too 
sacred,  Osrick  not  too  contemptible  for  experiment. 
If  such  a  man  assumed  madness,  he  would  play  his 
part  perfectly.  If  Shakespeare  himself,  without 
going  mad,  could  so  observe  and  remember  all  the 
abnormal  symptoms  as  to  be  able  to  reproduce 
them  in  Hamlet,  why  should  it  be  beyond  the 
power  of  Hamlet  to  reproduce  them  in  himself  ? 
If  you  deprive  Hamlet  of  reason,  there  is  no  truly 
tragic  motive  left.  He  would  be  a  fit  subject  for 
Bedlam,  but  not  for  the  stage.  We  might  have 
pathology  enough,  but  no  pathos.  Ajax  first  be- 
comes tragic  when  he  recovers  his  wits.  If  Ham- 
let is  irresponsible,  the  whole  play  is  a  chaos. 
That  he  is  not  so  might  be  proved  by  evidence 
enough,  were  it  not  labor  thrown  away. 

This  feigned  madness  of  Hamlet's  is  one  of  the 
few  points  in  which  Shakespeare  has  kept  close 
to  the  old  story  on  which  he  founded  his  play  ; 
and  as  he  never  decided  without  deliberation,  so  he 
never  acted  without  unerring  judgment.  Hamlet 
drifts  through  the  whole  tragedy.  He  never  keeps 
on  one  tack  long  enough  to  get  steerage- way,  even 
if,  in  a  nature  like  his,  with  those  electric  streamers 
of  whim  and  fancy  forever  wavering  across  the 
vault  of  his  brain,  the  needle  of  judgment  would 
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point  in  one  direction  long  enough  to  strike  a 
course  by.  The  scheme  of  simulated  insanity  is 
precisely  the  one  he  would  have  been  likely  to  hit 
upon,  because  it  enabled  him  to  follow  his  own 
bent,  and  to  drift  with  an  apparent  purpose,  post- 
poning decisive  action  by  the  very  means  he  adopts 
to  arrive  at  its  accomplishment,  and  satisfying  him- 
self with  the  show  of  doing  something  that  he  may 
escape  so  much  the  longer  the  dreaded  necessity  of 
really  doing  anything  at  all.  It  enables  him  to 
play  with  life  and  duty,  instead  of  taking  them 
by  the  rougher  side,  where  alone  any  firm  grip  is 
possible,  —  to  feel  that  he  is  on  the  way  towards 
accomplishing  somewhat,  when  he  is  really  palter- 
ing with  his  own  irresolution.  Nothing,  I  think, 
could  be  more  finely  imagined  than  this.  Voltaire 
complains  that  he  goes  mad  without  any  sufficient 
object  or  result.  Perfectly  true,  and  precisely  what 
was  most  natural  for  him  to  do,  and,  accordingly, 
precisely  what  Shakespeare  meant  that  he  should 
do.  It  was  delightful  to  him  to  indulge  his  imagina- 
tion and  humor,  to  prove  his  capacity  for  something 
by  playing  a  part :  the  one  thing  he  could  not  do 
was  to  bring  himself  to  act,  unless  when  surprised 
by  a  sudden  impulse  of  suspicion,  —  as  where  he 
kills  Polonius,  and  there  he  could  not  see  his  victim. 
He  discourses  admirably  of  suicide,  but  does  not 
kill  himself ;  he  talks  daggers,  but  uses  none.  He 
puts  by  his  chance  to  kill  the  king  with  the  excuse 
that  he  will  not  do  it  while  he  is  praying,  lest  his 
soul  be  saved  thereby,  though  it  be  more  than 
doubtful  whether  he  believed  himself  that,  if  there 
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were  a  soul  to  be  saved,  it  could  be  saved  by  that 
expedient.  He  allows  himself  to  be  packed  off  to 
England,  without  any  motive  except  that  it  would 
for  the  time  take  him  farther  from  a  present  duty, 
the  more  disagreeable  to  a  nature  like  his  because 
it  was  present,  and  not  a  mere  matter  for  specula- 
tive consideration.  When  Goethe  made  his  famous 
comparison  of  the  acorn  planted  in  a  vase  which  it 
bursts  with  its  growth,  and  says  that  in  like  man- 
ner Hamlet  is  a  nature  which  breaks  down  under  the 
weight  of  a  duty  too  great  for  it  to  bear,  he  seems 
to  have  considered  the  character  too  much  from  one 
side.  Had  Hamlet  actually  killed  himself  to  es- 
cape his  too  onerous  commission,  Goethe's  concep- 
tion of  him  would  have  been  satisfactory  enough. 
But  Hamlet  was  hardly  a  sentimentalist,  like  Wer- 
ther ;  on  the  contrary,  he  saw  things  only  too  clearly 
in  the  dry  north-light  of  the  intellect.  It  is  chance 
that  at  last  brings  him  to  his  end.  It  would  ap- 
pear rather  that  Shakespeare  intended  to  show  us 
an  imaginative  temperament  brought  face  to  face 
with  actualities,  into  any  clear  relation  of  sympathy 
with  which  it  cannot  bring  itself.  The  very  means 
that  Shakespeare  makes  use  of  to  lay  upon  him  the 
obligation  of  acting  —  the  ghost  —  really  seems  to 
make  it  all  the  harder  for  him  to  act ;  for  the  spec- 
tre but  gives  an  additional  excitement  to  his  imag- 
ination and  a  fresh  topic  for  his  scepticism. 

I  shall  not  attempt  to  evolve  any  high  moral 
significance  from  the  play,  even  if  I  thought  it 
possible ;  for  that  would  be  aside  from  the  present 
purpose.  The  scope  of  the  higher  drama  is  to 
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represent  life,  not  every-day  life,  it  is  true,  but  life 
lifted  above  the  plane  of  bread-and-butter  associa- 
tions, by  nobler  reaches  of  language,  by  the  influ- 
ence at  once  inspiring  and  modulating  of  verse,  by 
an  intenser  play  of  passion  condensing  that  misty 
mixture  of  feeling  and  reflection  which  makes  the 
ordinary  atmosphere  of  existence  into  flashes  of 
thought  and  phrase  whose  brief,  but  terrible,  illu- 
mination prints  the  outworn  landscape  of  every-day 
upon  our  brains,  with  its  little  motives  and  mean  re- 
sults, in  lines  of  tell-tale  fire.  The  moral  office  of 
tragedy  is  to  show  us  our  own  weaknesses  idealized 
in  grander  figures  and  more  awful  results,  —  to  teach 
us  that  what  we  pardon  in  ourselves  as  venial  faults, 
if  they  seem  to  have  but  slight  influence  on  our 
immediate  fortunes,  have  arms  as  long  as  those  of 
kings,  and  reach  forward  to  the  catastrophe  of  our 
lives  ;  that  they  are  dry-rotting  the  very  fibre  of  will 
and  conscience,  so  that,  if  we  should  be  brought  to 
the  test  of  a  great  temptation  or  a  stringent  emer- 
gency, we  must  be  involved  in  a  ruin  as  sudden  and 
complete  as  that  we  shudder  at  in  the  unreal  scene  of 
the  theatre.  But  the  primary  object  of  a  tragedy 
is  not  to  inculcate  a  formal  moral.  Representing 
life,  it  teaches,  like  life,  by  indirection,  by  those 
nods  and  winks  that  are  thrown  away  on  us  blind 
horses  in  such  profusion.  We  may  learn,  to  be 
sure,  plenty  of  lessons  from  Shakespeare.  We  are 
not  likely  to  have  kingdoms  to  divide,  crowns  fore- 
told us  by  weird  sisters,  a  father's  death  to  avenge, 
or  to  kill  our  wives  from  jealousy ;  but  Lear  may 
teach  us  to  draw  the  line  more  clearly  between  a 
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wise  generosity  and  a  loose-handed  weakness  of  giv- 
ing ;  Macbeth,  how  one  sin  involves  another,  and 
forever  another,  by  a  fatal  parthenogenesis,  and 
that  the  key  which  unlocks  forbidden  doors  to  our 
will  or  passion  leaves  a  stain  on  the  hand,  that 
may  not  be  so  dark  as  blood,  but  that  will  not  out ; 
Hamlet,  that  all  the  noblest  gifts  of  person,  tem- 
perament, and  mind  slip  like  sand  through  the 
grasp  of  an  infirm  purpose  ;  Othello,  that  the  per- 
petual silt  of  some  one  weakness,  the  eddies  of  a 
suspicious  temper  depositing  their  one  impalpable 
layer  after  another,  may  build  up  a  shoal  on  which 
an  heroic  life  and  an  otherwise  magnanimous  na- 
ture may  bilge  and  go  to  pieces.  All  this  we  may 
learn,  and  much  more,  and  Shakespeare  was  no 
doubt  well  aware  of  all  this  and  more ;  but  I  do  not 
believe  that  he  wrote  his  plays  with  any  such  didac- 
tic purpose.  He  knew  human  nature  too  well  not 
to  know  that  one  thorn  of  experience  is  worth  a 
whole  wilderness  of  warning,  —  that,  where  one  man 
shapes  his  life  by  precept  and  example,  there  are  a 
thousand  who  have  it  shaped  for  them  by  impulse 
and  by  circumstances.  He  did  not  mean  his  great 
tragedies  for  scarecrows,  as  if  the  nailing  of  one 
hawk  to  the  barn-door  would  prevent  the  next  from 
coming  down  souse  into  the  hen-yard.  No,  it  is 
not  the  poor  bleaching  victim  hung  up  to  moult  its 
draggled  feathers  in  the  rain  that  he  wishes  to  show 
us.  He  loves  the  hawk-nature  as  well  as  the  hen- 
nature  ;  and  if  he  is  unequalled  in  anything,  it  is 
in  that  sunny  breadth  of  view,  that  impregnability 
of  reason,  that  looks  down  on  all  ranks  and  con- 
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ditions  of  men,  all  fortune  and  misfortune,  with  the 
equal  eye  of  the  pure  artist. 

Whether  I  have  fancied  anything  into  Hamlet 
which  the  author  never  dreamed  of  putting  there 
I  do  not  greatly  concern  myself  to  inquire,  Poets 
are  always  entitled  to  a  royalty  on  whatever  we 
find  in  their  works ;  for  these  fine  creations  as 
truly  build  themselves  up  in  the  brain  as  they  are 
built  up  with  deliberate  forethought.  Praise  art 
as  we  will,  that  which  the  artist  did  not  mean  to 
put  into  his  work,  but  which  found  itself  there  by 
some  generous  process  of  Nature  of  which  he  was 
as  unaware  as  the  blue  river  is  of  its  rhyme  with 
the  blue  sky,  has  somewhat  in  it  that  snatches  us 
into  sympathy  with  higher  things  than  those  which 
come  by  plot  and  observation.  Goethe  wrote  his 
Faust  in  its  earliest  form  without  a  thought  of  the 
deeper  meaning  which  the  exposition  of  an  age  of 
criticism  was  to  find  in  it :  without  f oremeaning  it, 
he  had  impersonated  in  Mephistopheles  the  genius 
of  his  century.  Shall  this  subtract  from  the  debt 
we  owe  him  ?  Not  at  all.  If  originality  were  con- 
scious of  itself,  it  would  have  lost  its  right  to  be 
original.  I  believe  that  Shakespeare  intended  to 
impersonate  in  Hamlet  not  a  mere  metaphysical 
entity,  but  a  man  of  flesh  and  blood  :  yet  it  is  cer- 
tainly curious  how  prophetically  typical  the  charac- 
ter is  of  that  introversion  of  mind  which  is  so  con- 
stant a  phenomenon  of  these  latter  days,  of  that 
over-consciousness  which  wastes  itself  in  analyzing 
the  motives  of  action  instead  of  acting. 

The  old  painters  had  a  rule,  that  all  compositions 
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should  be  pyramidal  in  form,  —  a  central  figure, 
from  which  the  others  slope  gradually  away  on  the 
two  sides.  Shakespeare  probably  had  never  heard 
of  this  rule,  and,  if  he  had,  would  not  have  been 
likely  to  respect  it  more  than  he  has  the  so-called 
classical  unities  of  time  and  place.  But  he  under- 
stood perfectly  the  artistic  advantages  of  gradation, 
contrast,  and  relief.  Taking  Hamlet  as  the  key- 
note, we  find  in  him  weakness  of  character,  which, 
on  the  one  hand,  is  contrasted  with  the  feebleness 
that  springs  from  overweening  conceit  in  Poloniug 
and  with  frailty  of  temperament  in  Ophelia,  while, 
on  the  other  hand,  it  is  brought  into  fuller  relief 
by  the  steady  force  of  Horatio  and  the  impulsive 
violence  of  Laertes,  who  is  resolute  from  thought- 
lessness, just  as  Hamlet  is  irresolute  from  overplus 
of  thought. 

If  we  must  draw  a  moral  from  Hamlet,  it  would 
seem  to  be,  that  Will  is  Fate,  and  that,  Will  once 
abdicating,  the  inevitable  successor  in  the  regency 
is  Chance.  Had  Hamlet  acted,  instead  of  musing 
how  good  it  would  be  to  act,  the  king  might  have 
been  the  only  victim.  As  it  is,  all  the  main  actors 
in  the  story  are  the  fortuitous  sacrifice  of  his  irres- 
olution. We  see  how  a  single  great  vice  of  char- 
acter at  last  draws  to  itself  as  allies  and  confeder- 
ates all  other  weaknesses  of  the  man,  as  in  civil 
wars  the  timid  and  the  selfish  wait  to  throw  them- 
selves upon  the  stronger  side. 

"  In  Life's  small  things  be  resolute  and  great 
To  keep  thy  muscles  trained :  know'st  thou  when  Fat* 
Thy  measure  takes  ?  or  when  she  '11  say  to  thee, 
'  I  find  thee  worthy,  do  this  thing  for  me '  ?  " 
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I  have  said  that  it  was  doubtful  if  Shakespeare 
had  any  conscious  moral  intention  in  his  writings. 
I  meant  only  that  he  was  purely  and  primarily 
poet.  And  while  he  was  an  English  poet  in  a 
sense  that  is  true  of  no  other,  his  method  was 
thoroughly  Greek,  yet  with  this  remarkable  dif- 
ference,—  that,  while  the  Greek  dramatists  took 
purely  national  themes  and  gave  them  a  universal 
interest  by  their  mode  of  treatment,  he  took  what 
may  be  called  cosmopolitan  traditions,  legends  of 
human  nature,  and  nationalized  them  by  the  infu- 
sion of  his  perfectly  Anglican  breadth  of  character 
and  solidity  of  understanding.  Wonderful  as  his 
imagination  and  fancy  are,  his  perspicacity  and  ar- 
tistic discretion  are  more  so.  This  country  trades- 
man's son,  coming  up  to  London,  could  set  high- 
bred wits,  like  Beaumont,  uncopiable  lessons  in 
drawing  gentlemen  such  as  are  seen  nowhere  else 
but  on  the  canvas  of  Titian  ;  he  could  take  Ulysses 
away  from  Homer  and  expand  the  shrewd  and 
crafty  islander  into  a  statesman  whose  words  are 
the  pith  of  history.  But  what  makes  him  yet  more 
exceptional  was  his  utterly  unimpeachable  judg- 
ment, and  that  poise  of  character  which  enabled 
him  to  be  at  once  the  greatest  of  poets  and  so  un- 
noticeable  a  good  citizen  as  to  leave  no  incidents 
for  biography.  His  material  was  never  far-sought ; 
(it  is  still  disputed  whether  the  fullest  head  of 
which  we  have  record  were  cultivated  beyond  the 
range  of  grammar-school  precedent !)  but  he  used 
it  with  a  poetic  instinct  which  we  cannot  parallel, 
identified  himself  with  it,  yet  remained  always  its 
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born  and  questionless  master.  He  finds  the  Clown 
and  Fool  upon  the  stage,  —  he  makes  them  the 
tools  of  his  pleasantry,  his  satire,  his  wisdom,  and 
even  his  pathos  ;  he  finds  a  fading  rustic  supersti- 
tion, and  shapes  out  of  it  ideal  Pucks,  Titanias,  and 
Ariels,  in  whose  existence  statesmen  and  scholars 
believe  forever.  Always  poet,  he  subjects  all  to  the 
ends  of  his  art,  and  gives  in  Hamlet  the  church- 
yard ghost,  but  with  the  cothurnus  on,  —  the  mes- 
senger of  God's  revenge  against  murder ;  always 
philosopher,  he  traces  in  Macbeth  the  metaphysics 
of  apparitions,  painting  the  shadowy  Banquo  only 
on  the  o'erwrought  brain  of  the  murderer,  and 
staining  the  hand  of  his  wife-accomplice  (because 
she  was  the  more  refined  and  higher  nature)  with 
the  disgustful  blood-spot  that  is  not  there.  I  say 
he  had  no  moral  intention,  for  the  reason,  that,  as 
artist,  it  was  not  his  to  deal  with  the  realities,  but 
only  with  the  shows  of  things ;  yet,  with  a  temper- 
ament so  just,  an  insight  so  inevitable  as  his,  it  was 
impossible  that  the  moral  reality,  which  underlies 
the  mirage  of  the  poet's  vision,  should  not  always 
be  suggested.  His  humor  and  satire  are  never  of 
the  destructive  kind ;  what  he  does  in  that  way 
is  suggestive  only,  —  not  breaking  bubbles  with 
Thor's  hammer,  but  puffing  them  away  with  the 
breath  of  a  Clown,  or  shivering  them  with  the  light 
laugh  of  a  genial  cynic.  Men  go  about  to  prove 
the  existence  of  a  God !  Was  it  a  bit  of  phospho- 
rus, that  brain  whose  creations  are  so  real,  that, 
mixing  with  them,  we  feel  as  if  we  ourselves  were 
but  fleeting  magic-lantern  shadows  ? 
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But  higher  even  than  the  genius  I  rate  the  char- 
acter of  this  unique  man,  and  the  grand  imperson- 
ality of  what  he  wrote.  What  has  he  told  us  of 
himself  ?  In  our  self -exploiting  nineteenth  century, 
with  its  melancholy  liver-complaint,  how  serene  and 
high  he  seems !  If  he  had  sorrows,  he  has  made 
them  the  woof  of  everlasting  consolation  to  his 
kind ;  and  if,  as  poets  are  wont  to  whine,  the  out- 
ward world  was  cold  to  him,  its  biting  air  did  but 
trace  itself  in  loveliest  frost-work  of  fancy  on  the 
many  windows  of  that  self-centred  and  cheerful 
soul. 
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1868 

BENVENTJTO  CELLINI  tells  us  that  when,  in  his 
boyhood,  he  saw  a  salamander  come  out  of  the  fire, 
his  grandfather  forthwith  gave  him  a  sound  beat- 
ing, that  he  might  the  better  remember  so  unique 
a  prodigy.  Though  perhaps  in  this  case  the  rod 
had  another  application  than  the  autobiographer 
chooses  to  disclose,  and  was  intended  to  fix  in  the 
pupil's  mind  a  lesson  of  veracity  rather  than  of 
science,  the  testimony  to  its  mnemonic  virtue  re- 
mains. Nay,  so  universally  was  it  once  believed 
that  the  senses,  and  through  them  the  faculties  of 
observation  and  retention,  were  quickened  by  an 
irritation  of  the  cuticle,  that  in  France  it  was  cus- 

1  The  Dramatick  Works  of  John  Dryden,  Esq.  In  six  volumes. 
London:  Printed  for  Jacob  Tonson,  in  the  Strand.  MDCCXXXV. 
18mo. 

The  Critical  and  Miscellaneous  Prose- Works  of  John  Dryden, 
now  first  collected.  With  Notes  and  Illustrations.  An  Account 
of  the  Life  and  Writings  of  the  Author,  grounded  on  Original 
and  Authentick  Documents ;  and  a  Collection  of  his  Letters,  the 
greatest  Part  of  which  has  never  before  been  published.  By 
Edmund  Malone,  Esq.  London :  T.  Cadell  and  W.  Davies,  in 
the  Strand.  4  vols.  8vo. 

The  Poetical  Works  of  John  Dryden.  (Edited  by  Mitford.) 
London :  W.  Pickering.  1832.  5  vola.  18mo. 
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ternary  to  whip  the  children  annually  at  the  boun- 
daries of  the  parish,  lest  the  true  place  of  them, 
might  ever  be  lost  through  neglect  of  so  inexpen- 
sive a  mordant  for  the  memory.  From  this  prac- 
tice the  older  school  of  critics  should  seem  to  have 
taken  a  hint  for  keeping  fixed  the  limits  of  good 
taste,  and  what  was  somewhat  vaguely  called  clas- 
sical English.  To  mark  these  limits  in  poetry,  they 
set  up  as  Hermae  the  images  they  had  made  to 
them  of  Dryden,  of  Pope,  and  later  of  Goldsmith. 
Here  they  solemnly  castigated  every  new  aspirant 
in  verse,  who  in  turn  performed  the  same  function 
for  the  next  generation,  thus  helping  to  keep  al- 
ways sacred  and  immovable  the  ne  plus  ultra  alike 
of  inspiration  and  of  the  vocabulary.  Though  no 
two  natures  were  ever  much  more  unlike  than  those 
of  Dryden  and  Pope,  and  again  of  Pope  and  Gold- 
smith, and  no  two  styles,  except  in  such  externals 
as  could  be  easily  caught  and  copied,  yet  it  was  the 
fashion,  down  even  to  the  last  generation,  to  advise 
young  writers  to  form  themselves,  as  it  was  called, 
on  these  excellent  models.  Wordsworth*  himself 
began  in  this  school ;  and  though  there  were 
glimpses,  here  and  there,  of  a  direct  study  of  na- 
ture, yet  most  of  the  epithets  in  his  earlier  pieces 
were  of  the  traditional  kind  so  fatal  to  poetry  dur- 
ing great  part  of  the  last  century ;  and  he  indulged 
in  that  alphabetic  personification  which  enlivens  all 
such  words  as  Hunger,  Solitude,  Freedom,  by  the 
easy  magic  of  an  initial  capital. 

"  Where  the  green  apple  shrivels  on  the  spray, 
And  pines  the  unripened  pear  in  summer's  kindliest  ray, 
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Even  here  Content  has  fixed  her  smiling  reign 
With  Independence,  child  of  high  Disdain. 
Exulting  'mid  the  winter  of  the  skies, 
Shy  as  the  jealous  chamois,  Freedom  flies, 
And  often  grasps  her  sword,  and  often  eyes." 

Here  we  have  every  characteristic  of  the  artificial 
method,  (if  we  except  the  unconscious  alexandrine 
in  the  second  line)  even  to  the  triplet,  which  Swift 
hated  so  heartily  as  "a  vicious  way  of  rhyming 
wherewith  Mr.  Dryden  abounded,  imitated  by  all 
the  bad  versifiers  of  Charles  the  Second's  reign." 
Wordsworth  became,  indeed,  very  early  the  leader 
of  reform ;  but,  like  Wesley,  he  endeavored  a  re- 
form within  the  Establishment.  Purifying  the 
substance,  he  retained  the  outward  forms  with  a 
feeling  rather  than  conviction  that,  in  poetry,  sub- 
stance and  form  are  but  manifestations  of  the  same 
inward  life,  the  one  fused  into  the  other  in  the 
vivid  heat  of  their  common  expression.  Words- 
worth could  never  wholly  shake  off  the  influence 
of  the  century  into  which  he  was  born.  He  began 
by  proposing  a  reform  of  the  ritual,  but  it  went 
no  further  than  an  attempt  to  get  rid  of  the  words 
of  Latin  original  where  the  meaning  was  as  well 
or  better  given  in  derivatives  of  the  Saxon.  He 
would  have  stricken  out  the  "  assemble  "  and  left 
the  "  meet  together."  Like  Wesley,  he  might  be 
compelled  by  necessity  to  a  breach  of  the  canon ; 
but,  like  him,  he  was  never  a  willing  schismatic, 
and  his  singing  robes  were  the  full  and  flowing 
canonicals  of  the  church  by  law  established.  In- 
spiration makes  short  work  with  the  usage  of  the 
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best  authors  and  with  the  ready-made  elegances  of 
diction;  but  where  Wordsworth  is  not  possessed 
by  his  demon,  as  Moliere  said  of  Corneille,  he 
equals  Thomson  in  verbiage,  out-MUtons  Milton  in 
artifice  of  style,  and  Latinizes  his  diction  beyond 
Dryden.  The  fact  was,  that  he  took  up  his  early 
opinions  on  instinct,  and  insensibly  modified  them 
as  he  studied  the  masters  of  what  may  be  called 
the  Middle  Period  of  English  verse.1  As  a  young 
man,  he  disparaged  Virgil  ("  We  talked  a  great 
deal  of  nonsense  in  those  days,"  he  said  when  taken 
to  task  for  it  later  in  life)  ;  at  fifty-nine  he  trans- 
lated three  books  of  the  -ZEneid,  in  emulation  of 
Dryden,  though  falling  far  short  of  him  in  every- 
thing but  closeness,  as  he  seems,  after  a  few  years, 
to  have  been  convinced.  Keats  was  the  first  res- 
olute and  wilful  heretic,  the  true  founder  of  the 
modern  school,  which  admits  no  cis-Elizabethan 
authority  save  Milton,  whose  own  English  was 
formed  upon  those  earlier  models.  Keats  de- 
nounced the  authors  of  that  style  which  came  in 
toward  the  close  of  the  seventeenth  century,  and 
reigned  absolute  through  the  whole  of  the  eigh- 
teenth, 'as 

"  A  schism, 

Nurtured  by  foppery  and  barbarism, 
who  went  about 

Holding  a  poor  decrepit  standard  out, 
Marked  with  most  flimsy  mottoes,  and  in  large 
The  name  of  one  Boileau !  " 

1  His  "Character  of  a  Happy  Warrior"  (1806),  one  of  his 
noblest  poems,  has  a  dash  of  Dryden  in  it,  —  still  more  his 
"Epistle  to  Sir  George  Beaumont  (1811)." 
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But  Keats  had  never  then *  studied  the  writers  of 
whom  he  speaks  so  contemptuously,  though  he 
might  have  profited  by  so  doing.  Boileau  would 
at  least  have  taught  him  that  flimsy  would  have 
been  an  apter  epithet  for  the  standard  than  for  the 
mottoes  upon  it.  Dryden  was  the  author  of  that 
schism  against  which  Keats  so  vehemently  asserts 
the  claim  of  the  orthodox  teaching  it  had  displaced. 
He  was  far  more  just  to  Boileau,  of  whom  Keats 
had  probably  never  read  a  word.  "If  I  would 
only  cross  the  seas,"  he  says,  "I  might  find  in 
France  a  living  Horace  and  a  Juvenal  in  the 
person  of  the  admirable  Boileau,  whose  numbers 
are  excellent,  whose  expressions  are  noble,  whose 
thoughts  are  just,  whose  language  is  pure,  whose 
satire,  is  pointed,  and  whose  sense  is  just.  What 
he  borrows  from  the  ancients  he  repays  with  usury 
of  his  own,  in  coin  as  good  and  almost  as  univer- 
sally valuable."  2 

Dryden  has  now  been  in  his  grave  nearly  a  hun- 
dred and  seventy  years;  in  the  second  class  of 
English  poets  perhaps  no  one  stands,  on  the  whole, 
so  high  as  he;  during  his  lifetime,  in  spite  of 
jealousy,  detraction,  unpopular  politics,  and  a  sus- 
picious change  of  faith,  his  preeminence  was  con- 
ceded ;  he  was  the  earliest  complete  type  of  the 
purely  literary  man,  in  the  modern  sense  ;  there  is 
a  singular  unanimity  in  allowing  him  a  certain 
claim  to  greatness  which  would  be  denied  to  men 

1  He  studied  Dry  den's  versification  before  writing  his  "  Lamia." 

2  On  the  Origin  and  Progress  of  Satire.    See  Johnson's  counter 
opinion  i«  his  life  of  Dryden. 
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as  famous  and  more  read,  —  to  Pope  or  Swift,  for 
example ;  he  is  supposed,  in  some  way  or  other,  to 
have  reformed  English  poetry.  It  is  now  about 
half  a  century  since  the  only  uniform  edition  of 
his  works  was  edited  by  Scott.  No  library  is  com- 
plete without  him,  no  name  is  more  familiar  than 
his,  and  yet  it  may  be  suspected  that  few  writers 
are  more  thoroughly  buried  in  that  great  cemetery 
of  the  "British  Poets."  If  contemporary  repu- 
tation be  often  deceitful,  posthumous  fame  may 
be  generally  trusted,  for  it  is  a  verdict  made  up 
of  the  suffrages  of  the  select  men  in  succeeding 
generations.  This  verdict  has  been  as  good  as 
unanimous  in  favor  of  Dryden.  It  is,  perhaps, 
worth  while  to  take  a  fresh  observation  of  him,  to 
consider  him  neither  as  warning  nor  example, 
but  to  endeavor  to  make  out  what  it  is  that  has 
given  so  lofty  and  firm  a  position  to  one  of  the 
most  unequal,  inconsistent,  and  faulty  writers  that 
ever  lived.  He  is  a  curious  example  of  what  we 
often  remark  of  the  living,  but  rarely  of  the  dead, 

—  that  they  get  credit  for  what   they  might  be 
quite  as  much  as  for  what  they  are,  —  and  posterity 
has  applied  to  him  one  of  his  own  rules  of  criti- 
cism, judging  him  by  the  best  rather  than  the  aver- 
age of  his  achievement,  a  thing  posterity  is  sel- 
dom wont  to  do.     On  the  losing  side  in  politics, 
it  is  true  of  his  polemical  writings  as  of  Burke's, 

—  whom  in  many  respects  he  resembles,  and  espe- 
cially in  that  supreme  quality  of  a  reasoner,  that 
his  mind  gathers  not  only  heat,  but  clearness  and 
expansion,  by  its  own  motion,  —  that  they  have 
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won  his  battle  for  him  in  the  judgment  of  after 
times. 

To  me,  looking  back  at  him,  he  gradually  be- 
comes a  singularly  interesting  and  even  picturesque 
figure.  He  is,  in  more  senses  than  one,  in  lan- 
guage, in  turn  of  thought,  in  style  of  mind,  in  the 
direction  of  his  activity,  the  first  of  the  moderns. 
He  is  the  first  literary  man  who  was  also  a  man  of 
the  world,  as  we  understand  the  term.  He  suc- 
ceeded Ben  Jonson  as  the  acknowledged  dictator 
of  wit  and  criticism,  as  Dr.  Johnson,  after  nearly 
the  same  interval,  succeeded  him.  All  ages  are,  in 
some  sense,  ages  of  transition ;  but  there  are  times 
when  the  transition  is  more  marked,  more  rapid ; 
and  it  is,  perhaps,  an  ill  fortune  for  a  man  of  let- 
ters to  arrive  at  maturity  during  such  a  period, 
still  more  to  represent  in  himself  the  change  that 
is  going  on,  and  to  be  an  efficient  cause  in  bring- 
ing it  about.  Unless,  like  Goethe,  he  be  of  a  sin- 
gularly uncontemporaneous  nature,  capable  of  being 
tutta  in  se  romita,  and  of  running  parallel  with 
his  time  rather  than  being  sucked  into  its  current, 
he  will  be  thwarted  in  that  harmonious  develop- 
ment of  native  force  which  has  so  much  to  do  with 
its  steady  and  successful  application.  Dryden  suf- 
fered, no  doubt,  in  this  way.  Though  in  creed 
he  seems  to  have  drifted  backward  in  an  eddy  of 
the  general  current ;  yet  of  the  intellectual  move- 
ment of  the  time,  so  far  certainly  as  literature 
shared  in  it,  he  could  say,  with  2Eneas,  not  only 
that  he  saw,  but  that  himself  was  a  great  part  of 
it.  That  movement  was,  on  the  whole,  a  down- 
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ward  one,  from  faith  to  scepticism,  from  enthusi- 
asm to  cynicism,  from  the  imagination  to  the  un- 
derstanding. It  was  in  a  direction  altogether 
away  from  those  springs  of  imagination  and  faith 
at  which  they  of  the  last  age  had  slaked  the  thirst 
or  renewed  the  vigor  of  their  souls.  Dryden  him- 
self recognized  that  indefinable  and  gregarious  in- 
fluence which  we  call  nowadays  the  Spirit  of  the 
Age,  when  he  said  that  "  every  Age  has  a  kind 
of  universal  Genius." 1  He  had  also  a  just  notion 
of  that  in  which  he  lived  ;  for  he  remarks,  inciden- 
tally, that  "  all  knowing  ages  are  naturally  sceptic 
and  not  at  all  bigoted,  which,  if  I  am  not  much 
deceived,  is  the  proper  character  of  our  own."  2  It 
may  be  conceived  that  he  was  even  painfully  half- 
aware  of  having  fallen  upon  a  time  incapable,  not 
merely  of  a  great  poet,  but  perhaps  of  any  poet  at 
all ;  for  nothing  is  so  sensitive  to  the  chill  of  a 
sceptical  atmosphere  as  that  enthusiasm  which,  if 
it  be  not  genius,  is  at  least  the  beautiful  illusion 
that  saves  it  from  the  baffling  quibbles  of  self-con- 
sciousness. Thrice  unhappy  he  who,  born  to  see 
things  as  they  might  be,  is  schooled  by  circum- 
stances to  see  them  as  people  say  they  are,  —  to 
read  God  in  a  prose  translation.  Such  was  Dry- 
den's  lot,  and  such,  for  a  good  part  of  his  days,  it 
was  by  his  own  choice.  He  who  was  of  a  stature 
to  snatch  the  torch  of  life  that  flashes  from  lifted 
hand  to  hand  along  the  generations,  over  the  heads 
of  inferior  men,  chose  rather  to  be  a  link-boy  to 
the  stews. 

1  Essay  on  Dramatick  Poesy.  2  Life  ofLucian. 
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As  a  writer  for  the  stage,  he  deliberately  adopted 
and  repeatedly  reaffirmed  the  maxim  that 

"  He  who  lives  to  please,  must  please  to  live." 

Without  earnest  convictions,  no  great  or  sound  lit- 
erature is  conceivable.  But  if  Dryden  mostly 
wanted  that  inspiration  which  comes  of  belief  in 
and  devotion  to  something  nobler  and  more  abid- 
ing than  the  present  moment  and  its  petulant  need, 
he  had,  at  least,  the  next  best  thing  to  that,  —  a 
thorough  faith  in  himself.  He  was,  moreover,  a 
man  of  singularly  open  soul,  and  of  a  temper  self- 
confident  enough  to  be  candid  even  with  himself. 
His  mind  was  growing  to  the  last,  his  judgment 
widening  and  deepening,  his  artistic  sense  refining 
itself  more  and  more.  He  confessed  his  errors, 
and  was  not  ashamed  to  retrace  his  steps  in  search 
of  that  better  knowledge  which  the  omniscience  of 
superficial  study  had  disparaged.  Surely  an  in- 
tellect that  is  still  pliable  at  seventy  is  a  phenom- 
enon as  interesting  as  it  is  rare.  But  at  whatever 
period  of  his  life  we  look  at  Dryden,  and  whatever, 
for  the  moment,  may  have  been  his  poetic  creed, 
there  was  something  in  the  nature  of  the  man  that 
would  not  be  wholly  subdued  to  what  it  worked  in. 
There  are  continual  glimpses  of  something  in  him 
greater  than  he,  hints  of  possibilities  finer  than 
anything  he  has  done.  You  feel  that  the  whole  of 
him  was  better  than  any  random  specimens,  though 
of  his  best,  seem  to  prove.  Incessu  patet,  he  has 
by  times  the  large  stride  of  the  elder  race,  though 
it  sinks  too  often  into  the  slouch  of  a  man  who 
has  seen  better  days.  His  grand  air  may,  in  part, 
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spring  from  a  habit  of  easy  superiority  to  Ms  com- 
petitors ;  but  must  also,  in  part,  be  ascribed  to  an 
innate  dignity  of  character.  That  this  preemi- 
nence should  have  been  so  generally  admitted,  dur- 
ing his  life,  can  only  be  explained  by  a  bottom  of 
good  sense,  kindliness,  and  sound  judgment,  whose 
solid  worth  could  afford  that  many  a  flurry  of  van- 
ity, petulance,  and  even  error  should  flit  across  the 
surface  and  be  forgotten.  Whatever  else  Dryden 
may  have  been,  the  last  and  abiding  impression  of 
him  is,  that  he  was  thoroughly  manly ;  and  while 
it  may  be  disputed  whether  he  were  a  great  poet,  it 
may  be  said  of  him,  as  Wordsworth  said  of  Burke, 
that  "  he  was  by  far  the  greatest  man  of  his  age, 
not  only  abounding  in  knowledge  himself,  but  feed- 
ing, in  various  directions,  his  most  able  contempo- 
raries." 1 

Dryden  was  born  in  1631.  He  was  accordingly 
six  years  old  when  Jonson  died,  was  nearly  a 
quarter  of  a  century  younger  than  Milton,  and 
may  have  personally  known  Bishop  Hall,  the  first 
English  satirist,  who  was  living  till  1656.  On  the 
other  side,  he  was  older  than  Swift  by  thirty-six, 
than  Addison  by  forty-one,  and  than  Pope  by  fifty- 
seven  years.  Dennis  says  that  "  Dryden,  for  the 
last  ten  years  of  his  life,  was  much  acquainted  with 
Addison,  and  drank  with  him  more  than  he  ever 
used  to  do,  probably  so  far  as  to  hasten  his  end," 
being  commonly  "  an  extreme  sober  man."  Pope 
tells  us  that,  in  his  twelfth  year,  he  "  saw  Dryden," 

1  "  The  great  man  must  have  that  intellect  which  puts  in  mo- 
tion the  intellect  of  others."  —  Landor,  Im.  Con.,  Diogenes  and 
Plato. 
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perhaps  at  Will's,  perhaps  in  the  street,  as  Scott 
did  Burns.  Dryden  himself  visited  Milton  now 
and  then,  and  was  intimate  with  Davenant,  who 
could  tell  him  of  Fletcher  and  Jonson  from  per- 
sonal recollection.  Thus  he  stands  between  the 
age  before  and  that  which  followed  him,  giving  a 
hand  to  each.  His  father  was  a  country  clergy- 
man, of  Puritan  leanings,  a  younger  son  of  an  an- 
cient county  family.  The  Puritanism  is  thought 
to  have  come  in  with  the  poet's  great-grandfather, 
who  made  in  his  will  the  somewhat  singular  state- 
ment that  he  was  "  assured  by  the  Holy  Ghost  that 
he  was  elect  of  God."  It  would  appear  from  this 
that  Dryden's  self-confidence  was  an  inheritance. 
The  solid  quality  of  his  mind  showed  itself  early. 
He  himself  tells  us  that  he  had  read  Polybius  "  in 
English,  with  the  pleasure  of  a  boy,  before  he  was 
ten  years  of  age,  and  yet  even  then  had  some  dark 
notions  of  the  prudence  with  which  he  conducted 
his  design" 1  The  concluding  words  are  very 
characteristic,  even  if  Dryden,  as  men  commonly 
do,  interpreted  his  boyish  turn  of  mind  by  later 
self-knowledge.  We  thus  get  a  glimpse  of  him 
browsing  —  for,  like  Johnson,  Burke,  and  the  full 
as  distinguished  from  the  learned  men,  he  was  al- 
ways a  random  reader  2  —  in  his  father's  library, 
and  painfully  culling  here  and  there  a  spray  of  his 
own  proper  nutriment  from  among  the  stubs  and 
thorns  of  Puritan  divinity.  After  such  schooling 

1  Character  of  Polybius  (1692). 

a  "  For  my  own  part,  who  must  confess  it  to  my  shame  that  I 
never  read  anything  but  for  pleasure."  — Life  of  Plutarch  (1683). 
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as  could  be  had  in  the  country,  he  was  sent  up  to 
Westminster  School,  then  under  the  headship  of 
the  celebrated  Dr.  Busby.  Here  he  made  his  first 
essays  in  verse,  translating,  among  other  school 
exercises  of  the  same  kind,  the  third  satire  of  Per- 
sius.  In  1650  he  was  entered  at  Trinity  College, 
Cambridge,  and  remained  there  for  seven  years. 
The  only  record  of  his  college  life  is  a  discipline 
imposed,  in  1652,  for  "  disobedience  to  the  Vice- 
Master,  and  contumacy  in  taking  his  punishment, 
inflicted  by  him."  Whether  this  punishment  was 
corporeal,  as  Johnson  insinuates  in  the  similar  case 
of  Milton,  we  are  ignorant.  He  certainly  retained 
no  very  fond  recollection  of  his  Alma  Mater,  for 
in  his  "  Prologue  to  the  University  of  Oxford  "  he 
says : — 

"  Oxford  to  him  a  dearer  name  shall  be 
Than  his  own  mother  university ; 
Thebes  did  his  green,  unknowing  youth  engage, 
He  chooses  Athens  in  his  riper  age." 

By  the  death  of  his  father,  in  1654,  he  came  into 
possession  of  a  small  estate  of  sixty  pounds  a  year, 
from  which,  however,  a  third  must  be  deducted,  for 
his  mother's  dower,  till  1676.  After  leaving  Cam- 
bridge, he  became  secretary  to  his  near  relative, 
Sir  Gilbert  Pickering,  at  that  time  Cromwell's 
chamberlain,  and  a  member  of  his  Upper  House. 
In  1670  he  succeeded  Davenant  as  Poet  Laureate,1 
and  Howell  as  Historiographer,  with  a  yearly 

1  Gray  says  petulantly  enough  that  ' '  Dryden  was  as  disgrace- 
ful to  the  office,  from  his  character,  as  the  poorest  scribbler  could 
have  been  from  his  verses." — Gray  to  Mason,  19th  December, 
1757. 
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salary  of  two  hundred  pounds.  This  place  he  lost 
at  the  Revolution,  and  had  the  mortification  to  see 
his  old  enemy  and  butt,  Shadwell,  promoted  to  it, 
as  the  best  poet  the  Whig  party  could  muster. 
If  William  was  obliged  to  read  the  verses  of  his 
official  minstrel,  Dryden  was  more  than  avenged. 
From  1688  to  his  death,  twelve  years  later,  he 
earned  his  bread  manfully  by  his  pen,  without  any 
mean  complaining,  and  with  no  allusion  to  his 
fallen  fortunes  that  is  not  dignified  and  touching. 
These  latter  years,  during  which  he  was  his  own 
man  again,  were  probably  the  happiest  of  his  life. 
In  1664  or  1665  he  married  Lady  Elizabeth  How- 
ard, daughter  of  the  Earl  of  Berkshire.  About  a 
hundred  pounds  a  year  were  thus  added  to  his  in- 
come. The  marriage  is  said  not  to  have  been  a 
happy  one,  and  perhaps  it  was  not,  for  his  wife  was 
apparently  a  weak-minded  woman ;  but  the  infer- 
ence from  the  internal  evidence  of  Dryden's  plays, 
as  of  Shakespeare's,  is  very  untrustworthy,  ridicule 
of  marriage  having  always  been  a  common  stock 
in  trade  of  the  comic  writers. 

The  earliest  of  his  verses  that  have  come  down 
to  us  were  written  upon  the  death  of  Lord  Hast- 
ings, and  are  as  bad  as  they  can  be,  —  a  kind  of 
parody  on  the  worst  of  Donne.  They  have  every 
fault  of  his  manner,  without  a  hint  of  the  subtle 
and  often  profound  thought  that  more  than  re- 
deems it.  As  the  Doctor  himself  would  have  said, 
here  is  Donne  outdone.  The  young  nobleman  died 
of  the  small-pox,  and  Dryden  exclaims  with  truly 
comic  pathos,  — 
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"  Was  there  no  milder  way  than  the  small-pox, 
The  very  filthiness  of  Pandora's  box  ?  " 

He  compares  the  pustules  to  "  rosebuds  stuck 
i'  the  lily  skin  about,"  and  says  that 

"  Each  little  pimple  had  a  tear  in  it 
To  wail  the  fault  its  rising  did  commit." 

But  he  has  not  done  his  worst  yet,  by  a  great 
deal.     What  follows  is  even  finer  :  — 

"  No  comet  need  foretell  his  change  drew  on, 
Whose  corpse  might  seem  a  constellation. 
O,  had  he  died  of  old,  how  great  a  strife 
Had  been  who  from  his  death  should  draw  their  life ! 
Who  should,  by  one  rich  draught,  become  whate'er 
Seneca,  Cato,  Numa,  Caesar,  were, 
Learned,  virtuous,  pious,  great,  and  have  by  this 
An  universal  metempsychosis ! 
Must  all  these  aged  sires  in  one  funeral 
Expire  ?  all  die  in  one  so  young,  so  small  ?  " 

It  is  said  that  one  of  Allston's  early  pictures  was 
brought  to  him,  after  he  had  long  forgotten  it,  and 
his  opinion  asked  as  to  the  wisdom  of  the  young 
artist's  persevering  in  the  career  he  had  chosen. 
Allston  advised  his  quitting  it  forthwith  as  hope- 
less. Could  the  same  experiment  have  been  tried 
with  these  verses  upon  Dryden,  can  any  one  doubt 
that  his  counsel  would  have  been  the  same  ?  It 
should  be  remembered,  however,  that  he  was  barely 
turned  eighteen  when  they  were  written,  and  the 
tendency  of  his  style  is  noticeable  in  so  early  an 
abandonment  of  the  participial  ed  in  learned  and 
aged.  In  the  next  year  he  appears  again  in  some 
commendatory  verses  prefixed  to  the  sacred  epi 
grams  of  his  friend,  John  Hoddesdon.  In  these  he 
speaks  of  the  author  as  a 
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"  Young  eaglet,  who,  thy  nest  thus  soon  forsook, 
So  lofty  and  divine  a  course  hast  took 
As  all  admire,  before  the  down  begin 
To  peep,  as  yet,  upon  thy  smoother  chin." 

Here  is  almost  every  fault  which  Dryden's  later 
nicety  would  have  condemned.  But  perhaps  there 
is  no  schooling  so  good  for  an  author  as  his  own 
youthful  indiscretions.  Certainly  there  is  none  so 
severe.  After  this  effort  Dryden  seems  to  have 
lain  fallow  for  ten  years,  and  then  he  at  length 
reappears  in  thirty-seven  "  heroic  stanzas  "  on  the 
death  of  CromwelL  The  versification  is  smoother, 
but  the  conceits  are  there  again,  though  in  a  milder 
form.  The  verse  is  modelled  after  "  Gondibert." 
A  single  image  from  nature  (he  was  almost  always 
happy  in  these)  gives  some  hint  of  the  maturer 
Dryden :  — 

"  And  wars,  like  mists  that  rise  against  the  sun, 
Made  him  but  greater  seem,  not  greater  grow." 

Two  other  verses, 

"And  the  isle,  when  her  protecting  genius  went, 
Upon  his  obsequies  loud  sighs  conferred," 

are  interesting,  because  they  show  that  he  had  been 
studying  the  early  poems  of  Milton.  He  has  con- 
trived to  bury  under  a  rubbish  of  verbiage  one  of 
the  most  purely  imaginative  passages  ever  written 
by  the  great  Puritan  poet. 

"  From  haunted  spring  and  dale, 

Edged  with  poplar  pale, 
The  parting  genius  is  with  sighing  sent." 

This  is  the  more  curious  because,  twenty-four  years 
afterwards,  he  says,  in  defending  rhyme :  "  What- 
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ever  causes  lie  [Milton]  alleges  for  the  abolishment 
of  rhyme,  his  own  particular  reason  is  plainly  this, 
that  rhyme  was  not  his  talent ;  he  had  neither  the 
ease  of  doing  it  nor  the  graces  of  it :  which  is  man- 
ifest in  his  Jkitoenilia,  .  .  .  where  his  rhyme  is 
always  constrained  and  forced,  and  comes  hardly 
from  him,  at  an  age  when  the  soul  is  most  pliant, 
and  the  passion  of  love  makes  almost  every  man 
a  rhymer,  though  not  a  poet."  1  It  was  this,  no 
doubt,  that  heartened  Dr.  Johnson  to  say  of  "  Ly- 
cidas  "  that  "  the  diction  was  harsh,  the  rhymes 
uncertain,  and  the  numbers  unpleasing."  It  is 
Dryden's  excuse  that  his  characteristic  excellence 
is  to  argue  persuasively  and  powerfully,  whether 
in  verse  or  prose,  and  that  he  was  amply  endowed 
with  the  most  needful  quality  of  an  advocate,  —  to 
be  always  strongly  and  wholly  of  his  present  way 
of  thinking,  whatever  it  might  be.  Next  we  have, 
in  1660,  "  Astrsea  Redux  "  on  the  "  happy  restora- 
tion "  of  Charles  II.  In  this  also  we  can  forebode 
little  of  the  full-grown  Dryden  but  his  defects. 
We  see  his  tendency  to  exaggeration,  and  to  con- 
found physical  with  metaphysical,  as  where  he  says 
of  the  ships  that  brought  home  the  royal  brothers, 
that 

"  The  joyful  London  meets 
The  princely  York,  himself  alone  a  freight, 
The  Swiftsure  groans  beneath  great  Gloster's  weight," 

and  speaks  of  the 

"  Repeated  prayer 
Which  stormed  the  skies  and  ravished  Charles  from  thence." 

1  Essay  on  the  Origin  and  Progress  of  Satire. 
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There  is  also  a  certain  everydayness,  not  to  say 
vulgarity,  of  phrase,  which  Dryden  never  wholly 
refined  away,  and  which  continually  tempts  us  to 
sum  up  at  once  against  him  as  the  greatest  poet 
that  ever  was  or  could  be  made  wholly  out  of 
prose. 

"  Heaven  would  no  bargain  for  its  blessings  drive  " 

is  an  example.  On  the  other  hand,  there  are  a 
few  verses  almost  worthy  of  his  best  days,  as 
these  :  — 

"  Some  lazy  ages  lost  in  sleep  and  ease, 
No  action  leave  to  busy  chronicles ; 
Such  whose  supine  felicity  but  makes 
In  story  chasms,  in  epochas  mistakes, 
O'er  whom  Time  gently  shakes  his  wings  of  down, 
Till  with  his  silent  sickle  they  are  mown." 

These  are  all  the  more  noteworthy,  that  Dryden, 
unless  in  argument,  is  seldom  equal  for  six  lines 
together.  In  the  poem  to  Lord  Clarendon  (1662) 
there  are  four  verses  that  have  something  of  the 
"  energy  divine  "  for  which  Pope  praised  his  mas- 
ter. 

"  Let  envy,  then,  those  crimes  within  yon  see 
From  which  the  happy  never  must  be  free ; 
Envy  that  does  with  misery  reside, 
The  joy  and  the  revenge  of  ruined  pride." 

In  his  "  Aurengzebe  "  (1675)  there  is  a  passage, 
of  which,  as  it  is  a  good  example  of  Dryden,  I 
shall  quote  the  whole,  though  my  purpose  aim 
mainly  at  the  latter  verses :  — 

"  When  I  consider  life,  't  is  all  a  cheat ; 

Yet,  fooled  with  Hope,  men  favor  the  deceit, 


112  DRY  DEN 

Trust  on,  and  think  to-morrow  will  repay ; 
To-morrow 's  falser  than  the  former  day, 
Lies  worse,  and,  while  it  says  we  shall  be  hlest 
With  some  new  joys,  cnts  off  what  we  possest. 
Strange  cozenage !  none  would  live  past  years  again, 
Yet  all  hope  pleasure  in  what  yet  remain, 
And  from  the  dregs  of  life  think  to  receive 
What  the  first  •sprightly  running  could  not  give. 
I  'm  tired  of  waiting  for  this  chymie  gold 
Which  fools  us  young  and  beggars  us  when  old." 

The  "  first  sprightly  running  "  of  Dryden's  vin- 
tage was,  it  must  be  confessed,  a  little  muddy,  if 
not  beery;  but  if  his  own  soil  did  not  produce 
grapes  of  the  choicest  flavor,  he  knew  where  they 
were  to  be  had ;  and  his  product,  like  sound  wine, 
grew  better  the  longer  it  stood  upon  the  lees.  He 
tells  us,  evidently  thinking  of  himself,  that  in  a 
poet,  "  from  fifty  to  threescore,  the  balance  gener- 
ally holds  even  in  our  colder  climates,  for  he  loses 
not  much  in  fancy,  and  judgment,  which  is  the  ef- 
fect of  observation,  still  increases.  His  succeeding 
years  afford  him  little  more  than  the  stubble  of  his 
own  harvest,  yet,  if  his  constitution  be  healthful, 
his  mind  may  still  retain  a  decent  vigor,  and  the 
gleanings  of  that  of  Ephraim,  in  comparison  with 
others,  will  surpass  the  vintage  of  Abiezer."  J 
Since  Chaucer,  none  of  our  poets  has  had  a  consti- 
tution more  healthful,  and  it  was  his  old  age  that 
yielded  the  best  of  him.  In  him  the  understand- 
ing was,  perhaps,  in  overplus  for  his  entire  good 
fortune  as  a  poet,  and  that  is  a  faculty  among  the 
earliest  to  mature.  We  have  seen  him,  at  only 
ten  years,  divining  the  power  of  reason  in  Poly- 

1  Dedication  of  the  Ge orgies. 
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bius.1  The  same  turn  of  mind  led  him  later  to 
imitate  the  French  school  of  tragedy,  and  to  ad- 
mire in  Ben  Jonson  the  most  correct  of  English 
poets.  It  was  his  imagination  that  needed  quick- 
ening, and  it  is  very  curious  to  trace  through  his 
different  prefaces  the  gradual  opening  of  his  eyes 
to  the  causes  of  the  solitary  preeminence  of  Shake- 
speare. At  first  he  is  sensible  of  an  attraction 
towards  him  which  he  cannot  explain,  and  for 
which  he  apologizes,  as  if  it  were  wrong.  But  he 
feels  himself  drawn  more  and  more  strongly,  till  at 
last  he  ceases  to  resist  altogether,  and  is  forced  to 
acknowledge  that  there  is  something  in  this  one 
man  that  is  not  and  never  was  anywhere  else, 
something  not  to  be  reasoned  about,  ineffable,  di- 
vine ;  if  contrary  to  the  rules,  so  much  the  worse 
for  them.  It  may  be  conjectured  that  Dryden's 
Puritan  associations  may  have  stood  in  the  way  of 
his  more  properly  poetic  culture,  and  that  his  early 
knowledge  of  Shakespeare  was  slight.  He  tells  us 
that  Davenant,  whom  he  could  not  have  known  be- 
fore he  himself  was  twenty-seven,  first  taught  him 
to  admire  the  great  poet.2  But  even  after  his  imag- 
ination had  become  conscious  of  its  prerogative, 
and  his  expression  had  been  ennobled  by  frequent- 
ing this  higher  society,  we  find  him  continually 
dropping  back  into  that  sermo  pedestris  which 
seems,  on  the  whole,  to  have  been  his  more  natural 

1  Dryden's  penetration  is   always  remarkable.      His  general 
judgment  of  Polybius  coincides  remarkably  with  that  of  Momm- 
sen.     (Bom.  Gesch.  ii.  448,  seq.) 

2  Preface  to  the  Tempest.     He  helped  Davenant  to  vulgarize 
this  play. 
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element.  We  always  feel  his  epoch  in  him,  and  that 
he  was  the  lock  which  let  our  language  down  from 
its  point  of  highest  poetry  to  its  level  of  easiest  and 
most  gently  flowing  prose.  His  enthusiasm  needs 
the  contagion  of  other  minds  to  arouse  it ;  but  his 
strong  sense,  his  command  of  the  happy  word,  his 
wit,  which  is  distinguished  by  a  certain  breadth 
and,  as  it  were,  power  of  generalization,  as  Pope's 
by  keenness  of  edge  and  point,  were  his,  whether  he 
would  or  no.  Accordingly,  his  poetry  is  often  best 
and  his  verse  more  flowing  where  (as  in  parts  of 
his  version  of  the  twenty-ninth  ode  of  the  third 
book  of  Horace)  he  is  amplifying  the  suggestions 
of  another  mind.1  Viewed  from  one  side,  he  justi- 
fies Milton's  remark  of  him,  that  "  he  was  a  good 
rhymist,  but  no  poet."  To  look  at  all  sides,  and 
to  distrust  the  verdict  of  a  single  mood,  is,  no 
doubt,  the  duty  of  a  critic.  But  how  if  a  certain 
side  be  so  often  presented  as  to  thrust  forward  in 
the  memory  and  disturb  it  in  the  effort  to  recall 
that  total  impression  (for  the  office  of  a  critic  is 
not,  though  often  so  misunderstood,  to  say  guilty 
or  not  guilty  of  some  particular  fact)  which  is  the 
only  safe  ground  of  judgment  ?  It  is  the  weight 
of  the  whole  man,  not  of  one  or  the  other  limb  of 

1  "I  have  taken  some  pains  to  make  it  my  masterpiece  in  Eng- 
lish." Preface  to  Second  Miscellany.  Fox  said  that  it  "was 
better  than  the  original."  J.  C.  Scaliger  said  of  Erasmus:  "  Ex 
alieno  ingenio  poeta,  ex  suo  versificator."  Fox  indeed  preferred 
the  Ode  to  Fortune  above  its  Horatian  original.  Dryden  has  cer- 
tainly let  out  a  reef  or  two  and  given  a  fuller  sail  to  the  verse. 
But  the  elegance  ?  The  restrained  rather  than  bellying  expanse 
of  phrase  ?  The  perfect  adequacy  without  excess  ? 
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him,  that  we  want.  Expende  Hanmbalem.  Very 
good,  but  not  in  a  scale  capacious  only  of  a  single 
quality  at  a  time,  for  it  is  their  union,  and  not  their 
addition,  that  assures  the  value  of  each  separately. 
It  was  not  this  or  that  which  gave  him  his  weight 
in  council,  his  swiftness  of  decision  in  battle  that 
outran  the  forethought  of  other  men,  —  it  was 
Hannibal.  But  this  prosaic  element  in  Dryden 
will  force  itself  upon  me.  As  I  read  him,  I  cannot 
help  thinking  of  an  ostrich,  to  be  classed  with  fly- 
ing things,  and  capable,  what  with  leap  and  flap 
together,  of  leaving  the  earth  for  a  longer  or 
shorter  space,  but  loving  the  open  plain,  where 
wing  and  foot  help  each  other  to  something  that 
is  both  flight  and  run  at  once.  What  with  his 
haste  and  a  certain  dash,  which,  according  to  our 
mood,  we  may  call  florid  or  splendid,  he  seems  to 
stand  among  poets  where  Rubens  does  among 
painters,  —  greater,  perhaps,  as  a  colorist  than  an 
artist,  yet  great  here  also,  if  we  compare  him  with 
any  but  the  first. 

We  have  arrived  at  Dryden's  thirty-second  year, 
and  thus  far  have  found  little  in  him  to  warrant  an 
augury  that  he  was  ever  to  be  one  of  the  great 
names  in  English  literature,  the  most  perfect  type, 
that  is,  of  his  class,  and  that  class  a  high  one, 
though  not  the  highest.  If  Joseph  de  Maistre's  ax- 
iom, Qui  ri!a  pas  vaincu  a  trente  ans,  ne  vaincra 
jamais,  were  quite  true,  there  would  be  little  hope 
of  him,  for  he  has  won  no  battle  yet.  But  there  is 
something  solid  and  doughty  in  the  man,  that  can 
rise  from  defeat,  the  stuff  of  which  victories  are 
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made  in  due  time,  when  we  are  able  to  choose  our 
position  better,  and  the  sun  is  at  our  back.  Hith- 
erto his  performances  have  been  mainly  of  the 
dbbligato  sort,  at  which  few  men  of  original  force 
are  good,  least  of  all  Dryden,  who  had  always 
something  of  stiffness  in  his  strength.  Waller  had 
praised  the  living  Cromwell  in  perhaps  the  man- 
liest verses  he  ever  wrote,  —  not  very  manly,  to  be 
sure,  but  really  elegant,  and,  on  the  whole,  better 
than  those  in  which  Dryden  squeezed  out  melodi- 
ous tears.  Waller,  who  had  also  made  himself 
conspicuous  as  a  volunteer  Antony  to  the  country 
squire  turned  Cassarj 

("  With  ermine  clad  and  purple,  let  him  hold 
A  royal  sceptre  made  of  Spanish  gold,") 

was  more  servile  than  Dryden  in  hailing  the  return 
of  ex  officio  Majesty.  He  bewails  to  Charles,  in 
snuffling  heroics, 

"  Our  sorrow  and  our  crime 
To  have  accepted  life  so  long  a  time, 
Without  you  here." 

A  weak  man,  put  to  the  test  by  rough  and  angry 
times,  as  Waller  was,  may  be  pitied,  but  meanness 
is  nothing  but  contemptible  under  any  circum- 
stances. If  it  be  true  that  "  every  conqueror  cre- 
ates a  Muse,"  Cromwell  was  unfortunate.  Even 
Milton's  sonnet,  though  dignified,  is  reserved  if  not 
distrustful.  Marvell's  "  Horatian  Ode,"  the  most 
truly  classic  in  our  language,  is  worthy  of  its  theme. 
The  same  poet's  Elegy,  in  parts  noble,  and  every- 
where humanly  tender,  is  worth  more  than  all  Car- 
lyle's  biography  as  a  witness  to  the  gentler  quali- 
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ties  of  the  hero,  and  of  the  deep  affection  that 
stalwart  nature  could  inspire  in  hearts  of  truly 
masculine  temper.  As  it  is  little  known,  a  few 
verses  of  it  may  be  quoted  to  show  the  difference 
between  grief  that  thinks  of  its  object  and  grief 
that  thinks  of  its  rhymes :  — 

"Valor,  religion,  friendship,  prudence  died 
At  once  with  him,  and  all  that 's  good  beside, 
And  we,  death's  refuse,  nature's  dregs,  confined 
To  loathsome  life,  alas  !  are  left  behind, 
Where  we  (so  once  we  used)  shall  now  no  more, 
To  fetch  day,  press  about  his  chamber-door, 
No  more  shall  hear  that  powerful  language  charm, 
Whose  force  oft  spared  the  labor  of  his  arm, 
No  more  shall  follow  where  he  spent  the  days 
In  war  or  counsel,  or  in  prayer  and  praise. 

I  saw  him  dead  ;  a  leaden  slumber  lies, 

And  mortal  sleep,  over  those  wakeful  eyes ; 

Those  gentle  rays  under  the  lids  were  fled, 

Which  through  his  looks  that  piercing  sweetness  shed ; 

That  port,  which  so  majestic  was  and  strong, 

Loose  and  deprived  of  vigor  stretched  along, 

AH  withered,  all  discolored,  pale,  and  wan, 

How  much  another  thing !  no  more  That  Man ! 

O  human  glory !  vain !  O  death !  O  wings ! 

O  worthless  world !  O  transitory  things  ! 

Yet  dwelt  that  greatness  in  his  shape  decayed 

That  still,  though  dead,  greater  than  Death  he  laid, 

And,  in  his  altered  face,  you  something  feign 

That  threatens  Death  he  yet  will  live  again." 

Such  verses  might  not  satisfy  Lindley  Murray, 
but  they  are  of  that  higher  mood  which  satisfies 
the  heart.  These  couplets,  too,  have  an  energy 
worthy  of  Milton's  friend  :  — 

"  When  up  the  armed  mountains  of  Dunbar 
He  marched,  and  through  deep  Severn,  ending  war." 
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"  Thee,  many  ages  hence,  in  martial  verse 
Shall  the  English  soldier,  ere  he  charge,  rehearse." 

On  the  whole,  one  is  glad  that  Dryden's  panegy- 
ric on  the  Protector  was  so  poor.  It  was  purely 
official  verse-making.  Had  there  been  any  feeling 
in  it,  there  had  been  baseness  in  his  address  to 
Charles.  As  it  is,  we  may  fairly  assume  that  he 
was  so  far  sincere  in  both  cases  as  to  be  thankful 
for  a  chance  to  exercise  himself  in  rhyme,  without 
much  caring  whether  upon  a  funeral  or  a  restora- 
tion. He  might  naturally  enough  expect  that  po- 
etry would  have  a  better  chance  under  Charles  than 
under  Cromwell,  or  any  successor  with  Common- 
wealth principles.  Cromwell  had  more  serious 
matters  to  think  about  than  verses,  while  Charles 
might  at  least  care  as  much  about  them  as  it  was 
in  his  base  good-nature  to  care  about  anything  but 
loose  women  and  spaniels.  Dryden's  sound  sense, 
afterwards  so  conspicuous,  shows  itself  even  in 
these  pieces,  when  we  can  get  at  it  through  the 
tangled  thicket  of  tropical  phrase.  But  the  au- 
thentic and  unmistakable  Dryden  first  manifests 
himself  in  some  verses  addressed  to  his  friend  Dr. 
Charlton  in  1663.  We  have  first  his  common 
sense  which  has  almost  the  point  of  wit,  yet  with  a 
tang  of  prose  :  — 

' '  The  longest  tyranny  that  ever  swayed 
Was  that  wherein  our  ancestors  betrayed 
Their  freeborn  reason  to  the  Stagyrite, 
And  made  his  torch  their  universal  light. 
So  truth,  while  only  one  supplied  the  state, 
Grew  scarce  and  dear  and  yet  sophisticate. 
Still  it  was  bought,  like  emp'ric  wares  or  charms, 
Hard  words  sealed  up  with  Aristotle's  arms." 
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Then  we  have  his  easy  plenitude  of  fancy,  where  he 
speaks  of  the  inhabitants  of  the  New  World  as 

"  Guiltless  men  who  danced  away  their  time, 
Fresh  as  their  groves  and  happy  as  their  clime." 

And,  finally,  there  is  a  hint  of  imagination  where 
"  mighty  visions  of  the  Danish  race  "  watch  round 
Charles  sheltered  in  Stonehenge  after  the  battle  of 
Worcester.  These  passages  might  have  been  writ- 
ten by  the  Dryden  whom  we  learn  to  know  fifteen 
years  later.  They  have  the  advantage  that  he  wrote 
them  to  please  himself.  His  contemporary,  Dr. 
Heylin,  said  of  French  cooks,  that  "their  trade 
was  not  to  feed  the  belly,  but  the  palate."  Dryden 
was  a  great  while  in  learning  this  secret,  as  availa- 
ble in  good  writing  as  in  cookery.  He  strove  after 
it,  but  his  thoroughly  English  nature,  to  the  last, 
would  too  easily  content  itself  with  serving  up  the 
honest  beef  of  his  thought,  without  regard  to  dain- 
tiness of  flavor  in  the  dressing  of  it.1  Of  the  best 
English  poetry,  it  might  be  said  that  it  is  under- 
standing aerated  by  imagination.  In  Dryden  the 
solid  part  too  often  refused  to  mix  kindly  with  the 
leaven,  either  remaining  lumpish  or  rising  to  a 

1  In  one  of  the  last  letters  he  ever  wrote,  thanking  his  cousin 
Mrs.  Steward  for  a  gift  of  marrow-puddings,  he  says :  "A  chine 
of  honest  bacon  would  please  my  appetite  more  than  all  the  mar- 
row-puddings ;  for  I  like  them  better  plain,  having  a  very  vulgar 
stomach."  So  of  Cowley  he  say»:  "There  was  plenty  enough, 
but  ill  sorted,  whole  pyramids  of  sweetmeats  for  boys  and  women, 
but  little  of  solid  meat  for  men."  The  physical  is  a  truer  anti- 
type of  the  spiritual  man  than  we  are  willing  to  admit,  and  the 
brain  is  often  forced  to  acknowledge  the  inconvenient  country- 
cousinship  of  the  stomach. 


